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In looking at Malay youth delinquency in Singapore, the cultural deficiency thesis dominates 
the discussion on the factors that lead to the actions of these youths and their subsequent 
institutionalization. These culturalist explanations pinpoint the source of the problem as 
coming from within Malay tradition, culture or attitude, which predisposes them towards acts 
of delinquency and gang membership. The dominance of this culturalist approach distracts 
from other possibilities such as class and background in explaining delinquency among 
Malay youths.  
This reliance on cultural deficiency to explain youth delinquency also does not allow space 
for other narratives to be heard. Studies on Malay youths in Singapore are dominated by the 
subcultural approach, or the study of youths in subgroups. This approach confines the 
existence of these youths as being on the fringes of society, and does not provide the 
possibility of countering the dominant idea of these Malays as culturally deficient.   
This study thus documents the ways in which the cultural deficiency thesis and stereotypical 
images have been used to explain Malay youth delinquency through a popular television 
show known as Anak Metropolitan, which was screened for 3 seasons on the local Malay 
television channel Suria.  The study explores the development of an alternative methodology 
towards the study of Malay youths who have been categorized as delinquents. Synthesizing 
3 main perspectives; the constructionist perspective, cultural criminology and critical 
ethnography, the study provides a space for the voices of these Malay youths, who have 
hitherto been silenced by the dominance of cultural deficiency narratives, to be heard. Over 
period of 8 months, intensive in-depth interviews were conducted with 6 Malay youths who 
have all gone through the justice system in Singapore and served their sentences. The study 
explores the alternative narratives that reveal the complexities within their lived realities 
through their socialization processes and coming into contact with institutions. 
 By moving away from culturalist explanations, this study explores the possibility of 
countering culturalist assumptions through the capturing of the alternative narratives. The 
negative stereotypes that these youths have been frequently associated with are discussed, 
and the importance of looking at Singaporean Malay youths who have been deemed as 
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Chapter 1:   
Introduction and 







Genesis of topic 
Back in 2011, while I was working on my Honours Thesis, I had set up an appointment to 
meet one of my informants who work with youths that had run afoul of the law.  We had 
agreed to meet at the same place where these officers regularly met their clients. As it was 
my first time there and security was very tight at the venue, I was told by my informant to 
wait at the lobby of the centre on arrival.  Upon entering the centre, I was approached by two 
auxiliary police officers on duty. With stern faces, the officers asked me, “Girl, where’s your 
card?” and demanded to see it right there and then. I immediately began to panic, and it took 
me a while to realize that they had mistaken me as one of the youth offenders and wanted to 
check my probation card. When I realized what had happened, I stammered that I was from 
the National University of Singapore and I was here for research, not reporting for probation. 
The receptionist, upon noticing the situation, checked my identity against the visitors list and 
reassured the officers that I was indeed there as a researcher. The officers proceeded to 
apologize profusely for the misunderstanding. 
While walking to a seat in the corner of the room, I could feel the eyes of the rest of the 
youths, who were waiting at the lobby for their appointments, on me. Although the 
misunderstanding was cleared up, I felt extremely uncomfortable while waiting.  It was only 
then that I realized that I had experienced, if only for a moment, how it felt like to be on the 
“other side”; as one of these youths. Even though my identity was confirmed, I could not help 
from feeling nervous while sitting next to these youths. The lobby was absolutely silent and 
our every movement was being constantly scrutinized by the police officers.  A palpable 
sense of relief overcame me when my informant finally came to pick me up and ushered me 
away from the lobby. 
This incident would go on to become the spark of this thesis, as it led me to reflect on the 
thoughts going through my mind in the brief moment that I was identified as a “delinquent” 
youth and the subsequent treatment received while I was perceived as being one who had 
broken the law. Sitting in the quiet lobby, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible, I realized 
that what I experienced could not compare to the everyday lived realities of these youths’ 
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experiences. My intense need to deny the misconception of myself as a “delinquent” youth, 
my shock at being mistaken as a probationer, and my eagerness to establish my identity in 
opposition to a perceived “delinquent” identity led me to question the experiences that these 
youths undergo on a daily basis. I came to realize that my sense of shock at being identified 
as a “delinquent” stemmed from my image of what a “delinquent” youth should look like, 
conditioned primarily by what I had consumed through the media. In questioning the 
misidentification incident, I was filled with a sense of disbelief at having been identified as 
one of the youths portrayed in those TV shows. I did not understand how the police officers 
could have mistaken me as such. 
 This led me to reflect on the stereotypical assumptions that I had made about the youths 
who were sitting around me in the lobby, and the impact of media images in conditioning our 
image of what a delinquent should look like. In particular, I began to ask these questions: 
How does it feel to be considered as a delinquent youth? What is the reality of their lives like, 
and how does it compare with the images of these youths that we frequently see in the 
media? 
Media images and the making of a Malay youth “delinquent” 
A Malay youth, with orange hair and tattoos on his arm, stands in the middle of a circle of 
angry youths similar in appearance to him. They were incensed at him for daring to sell 
cigarettes in their territory, and were currently confronting him for his perceived slight and 
lack of respect for their territory. Elsewhere, another Malay youth was frantically looking for 
his gang leader who rushed to the scene of the confrontation. A dramatic clash ensued, with 
Hakim, the gang leader called upon to save his gang member, single-handedly dominating 
the altercation by beating up all the members of the other gang. The altercation came to an 
end when reinforcements for the defeated group, consisting of 4 Malay youths bearing 
baseball bats and big wooden sticks arrived on the scene. The gang leader was forced to 
flee and aided by a Malay youth attired in school uniform (who had witnessed the altercation 
from the very beginning with admiration in his eyes), hid from the group armed with weapons 
in order to save his own skin. 
4 
 
Thus begins the opening scene of the third season of Anak Metropolitan (Metropolitan 
Youth), a local Malay television production purporting to present the reality of the lives of 
“delinquent Malay youths”. First shown on the local Malay television channel Suria in 2002, 
the series proved to be very popular, at one point garnering ratings of up to 44.3%, and 
winning 4 awards at the annual Suria awards show, Pesta Perdana1. Conceptualized by 
Mediacorp’s in house production company Eaglevision with the support of the National 
Crime Prevention Council (NCPC), the show was such a hit that a second season was then 
commissioned and screened in December 2003. The show was based entirely on a fictional 
premise and featured stereotypical depictions of Malay youths in various acts of 
delinquency.   
The screening of Anak Metropolitan caused such a huge controversy in the community that 
the Vice-President of Suria was forced to hold a press conference in order to defend the 
show from its detractors2. In 2012, the Anak Metropolitan franchise was rebooted, and a 
third season was screened on Suria from April 2012 onwards. While claiming to be fictional, 
what was interesting about the discussion that revolved around the show was the way in 
which these fictional images became increasingly conflated with reality. This discussion was 
extensively played out in the Forum pages of the local Malay newspaper Berita Harian (BH) 
and its Sunday edition Berita Minggu (BM). 
With these media images in mind, I began to compare this impression I had of “delinquent” 
Malay youth, conditioned by images I had seen in the media, with the actual youths sitting 
beside me in the lobby of the centre.  Within the silence that pervaded the lobby, I wondered 
whether there was space for the voices of these youths to be heard beyond the stereotypical 
images that they were frequently associated with.  
                                                          
1
 Berita Harian 25 February 2003.  Rilla is the heroine of Pesta Perdana. p. 10.  
2
 Berita Harian 15 May 2002.  Suria defends the realism of Anak Metropolitan p. 12 
3
 The definition of youth here corresponds to that of the Singapore Police Force’s (SPF) definition of youth, in 
light of the fact that the youths in this thesis are discussed in relation to youth delinquency. SPF defines youth 
as: persons aged 7 – 19 years. They include juveniles aged 7 - 15 years and young persons aged 16 – 19 years.  
2
 Berita Harian 15 May 2002.  Suria defends the realism of Anak Metropolitan p. 12 
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Contextualizing the issue: understanding the class background of Malays in 
Singapore 
In exploring the questions raised during the earlier observations, it is important to situate the 
issue of youth delinquency within the class background of Malays in Singapore. In doing so, 
the ways in which issues such as delinquency becomes inexplicably tied up with the class 
background of the Malays can thus be better understood.  
As of 2010, Malays make up 13.4% of the population and are the biggest minority group in 
Singapore (Department of Statistics Singapore, 2012). The proportion of the Malay 
community who are young is also sizeable, with 22.4 % of the community aged 15 years and 
below in 2010. Between the ages of 0 to 19, the Malay community has the highest proportion 
of youths3 when compared to the other ethnic groups, with youths making up 32% of the 
community. 
The concentration of Malays in the lower socioeconomic income bracket has been widely 
detailed by various authors (Li, 1989 p.103, Lily, 1999 p.19-26, Mastura, 2010 p.74, Lee, 
2001). Most importantly, the median monthly household income from work of the Malay 
community is significantly below that of the Chinese and Indians, the other two ethnic groups 
whom the Malays are frequently compared to. This disparity can be clearly seen in a report 
released by the then Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports (MCYS) in 
2007 on the Progress of the Malay Community in Singapore since 1980. While the overall 
monthly median income in 2005 was $4320, the median income for the Malays was behind 
at $3050. For the period between 1980 and 2005, we can see that the gap is not narrowing, 
but continuing to widen significantly. The entrenchment of Malays in the lower 
socioeconomic income bracket and their abysmal numbers among the higher income 
brackets has also been shown in a previous study, where the percentage of Malays who 
were earning between $500 and $999 was the highest at 30% compared to the Chinese and 
Indians who had only 19% and 25% in the same income bracket respectively (Lee W. K., 
                                                          
3
 The definition of youth here corresponds to that of the Singapore Police Force’s (SPF) definition of youth, in 
light of the fact that the youths in this thesis are discussed in relation to youth delinquency. SPF defines youth 
as: persons aged 7 – 19 years. They include juveniles aged 7 - 15 years and young persons aged 16 – 19 years.  
6 
 
2001, p. 58). More recently, in 2005, the percentage of Malays earning $14994 and below as 
a percentage of the total Malay working population was 38% compared to 25% and 27% for 
Chinese and Indians respectively in the same income bracket (Department of Statistics 
Singapore, 2006, p. 179).  
In relation to these figures, the usage of stereotypical images and the cultural deficiency 
thesis in order to understand issues concerning the Malay community did not arise out of a 
vacuum. In the next section, I will demonstrate the historical evolution of the cultural 
deficiency approach from the colonial period to the present, and the ways which it has been 
used to maintain the image of Malays as lazy, backward and unable or unwilling to progress. 
 The historical evolution of the cultural deficiency approach: from “lazy native” to 
“problematic Malay”  
One of the earliest attempts to trace the origins of the pathologization of Malay culture can 
be attributed to Syed Hussein Alatas’ Myth of the Lazy Native (1977), in which he details the 
ideological project of the colonizers in painting the colonized as culturally deficient. This 
project formed the ideology which was necessary in order to justify the colonial enterprise. 
Most importantly, the enduring legacy of such an ideology is particularly damaging, as “the 
image of the indolent, dull, backward, and treacherous native has changed into that of a 
dependent native requiring assistance to climb the ladder of progress” (p. 8). He goes on to 
analyze the ways in which the myth has been adopted by certain sections of the Malay elite, 
particularly the political elite, in order to justify their privileged position and continued 
oppression of the masses. The enduring legacy of the lazy native image and its continued 
survival among the members of the elite serves as an important lens through which 
contemporary issues such as delinquency can be viewed, rationalized and understood.  
Building on Alatas’ argument, both Tania Li (1989)and Lily Zubaidah Rahim (1998) have 
highlighted the ways in which colonial ideology of the “lazy native” has been brought forward 
                                                          
4
 In the absence of an official poverty line in Singapore, $1500 has been set as the income ceiling in qualifying 
various social welfare programmes and aid from the Ministry of Social and Family Development in Singapore. It 
has come to be adopted as what Loh (2011) has termed as the conservative unofficial poverty line (p. 88).  
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and remains entrenched with regards to the situation of the Malays in Singapore. While Li 
terms this approach as ‘cultural orthodoxy’ and Lily Zubaidah Rahim identifies it as the 
‘cultural deficit thesis’, both describe the enduring legacy of the approach in attitudes 
towards the Malay community. Li describes cultural orthodoxy as the characterization of 
Malays who have an “adherence to cultural values that observers hold to be detrimental to 
economic progress” (Li, 1989, p. 166). Malays are thus seen to possess an attitudinal defect 
which does not allow for them to achieve economic excellence. Lily defines cultural 
deficiency as the belief in “persisting socio-economic marginality of certain ethnic 
communities... [which] stemmed from their inept cultural values and attitudes”. Li and Lily 
also demonstrated the ways in which this belief in the cultural deficiency of the Malays has 
been used to justify the gap in socioeconomic status that stems from structural inequalities in 
society rather than ethnicity.  
Li goes on to highlight that “when the focus is on Malays as an ethnic group, the cultural and 
economic analyses tend to be divorced, and the supposed cultural deficiencies of Malay 
society are given priority” (p. 175). Hence, while social problems have the potential to be 
critically analyzed, when it comes to the Malay community, the capacity for critical analysis is 
suspended and the cultural deficiency approach is adopted instead. These social problems, 
such as homelessness, teenage pregnancy, drug addiction, low-income families and youth 
delinquency are frequently referred to as “masalah Melayu”, or the Malay problem. Thus, in 
analyzing the backward position of the Malays vis-à-vis the other ethnic groups in Singapore, 
their weak cultural values and undesirable attitudes are then pinpointed as the source of 
their shortcomings and as the reason behind their persistent entrenchment within the poverty 
cycle. In placing the blame for their current condition on the Malays themselves, this negates 
the possibilities of structural inequalities as a possible factor in the lives of Malays who are 
deemed as dysfunctional. In their works, both Li and Lily discuss the structural inequalities 
faced by Singaporean Malays and the ways in which these inequalities contribute to their 
entrenchment within the poverty cycle.  
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Similarly, in her analysis of the perpetuation of the image of the backward Malay, Suriani 
Suratman (2005) uncovered the ways in which the idea of Malays as lagging behind and of 
doubtful loyalty are maintained over the decades, from the 1960s right up to the early 2000s.  
While the narrative has shifted slightly over the years, the image of a “problematic” Malay 
community, unable to take advantage of opportunities and struggling to catch up continues 
to be maintained. She goes on to demonstrate how initial remarks made by Ministers and 
Members of Parliament (MP) in order to comment on the “progress” made by the Malay 
community is always concluded with a stern reminder that while they have made progress, 
they continue to lag behind the other ethnic groups. Malays are also reminded to not be 
complacent and should work even harder in order to remedy the problem areas that are 
continuously identified as needing to be tackled by the community (Suriani, 2005, p. 20). 
While these studies are important in documenting the ways in which the cultural deficiency of 
the Malays were produced and brought into the present as a by product of the colonial era, I 
argue that there is an urgent need to look at the ways in which the cultural deficit thesis 
continues to be perpetuated through its adoption as a frame of reference when looking at a 
particular section of Malay society, namely youths who are viewed as delinquents. As a 
result of these beliefs, the image of these youths has been overwhelmingly shaped by this 
narrative of deficiency which is so dominant that stereotypes have come to replace the need 
to properly understand and analyze the factors behind their acts of delinquency. These 
stereotypes have even taken a life of its own, and become accepted as a factual and widely 
agreed upon definition whenever discussions about Malay youths and their waywardness 
are brought up. In the next section, the ways in which the narrative of cultural deficiency is 
extended through the concern with Malay youth delinquency is further discussed.  
The making of Malay youths as a category of concern 
On the national level, youth crime has constantly been identified as one of the key areas of 
concern by the Singapore Police Force (SPF)5. This concern with youth crime by agencies 
                                                          
5
 Statistics extracted from the Singapore Police Force’s website. Retrieved from 
http://www.spf.gov.sg/stats/stats2013.htm#_intro accessed 30 March 2014.  
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such as the NCPC would prove to be the backdrop behind which shows such as Anak 
Metropolitan became conceptualized. In terms of statistics, while there was a drop of 339 
persons in the number of youths arrested between 2012 and 2013, from 3,359 arrests 
made in 2012 to 3,020 arrests made in 2013, the number of youths arrested for rioting saw 
an increase last year. The increase consisted of 44 persons, from 239 persons arrested in 
2012 to 283 persons in 20136. 
Beginning from 2005, in his annual National Day Rally speeches delivered in Malay, Prime 
Minister (PM) Lee Hsien Loong has continuously and consistently raised the spectre of 
problematic (and later dysfunctional) young Malay families as a factor that is hindering the 
Malay community from progressing in tandem with the other communities.7 Despite his 
acknowledgement that this issue also affects the Chinese and Indians, he stressed that this 
issue is impacting the Malay community more significantly as there is a trend among Malays 
to marry early and divorce young.  He thus urged the Malay community to solve this 
“community problem”, further emphasizing the ethnic dimension of the issue which was 
viewed as being particular to the Malays. 
Throughout the subsequent years, and up until 2009, the issue of keluarga pincang, or 
dysfunctional Malay families plagued by their attendant problems of delinquency, poverty, 
high levels of teenage pregnancy and divorce were consistently remarked upon. The 
community was continuously exhorted to solve the dilemma of these dysfunctional families 
with the reminder that,  
 
...these people have a lot of problems. Their families are not stable as they were 
abandoned by their fathers or their fathers are in prison. The mother has to raise the 
children by herself. They are not able to support themselves or pay their water and 
electricity bills. Their children are weak in the school subjects. This cycle of poverty 
will probably be extended to the next generation. 8 
 
                                                          
6
Statistics extracted from the Singapore Police Force’s website. Retrieved from 
http://www.spf.gov.sg/stats/stats2013.htm#_keycrimes accessed 30 March 2014. 
7
 2005-2012 National Day Rally Speeches in Malay. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong. Retrieved from 
http://nettv.1-net.com.sg/PMO/NDRally.aspx, accessed 10 April 2013. 
8
 Extracted from the 2005 National Day Rally Speeches in Malay. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong. Retrieved 
from http://nettv.1-net.com.sg/PMO/NDRally.aspx, accessed 10 April 2013. 
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Subsequently, programmes to tackle problematic Malay youth and teenage pregnancy were 
launched by various Malay/Muslim organizations in order to address the issues that have 
been highlighted as a source of concern. Within these statements made by the PM, the 
indictment of the dysfunctional Malay family with its undesirable traits and attitudes are 
clearly laid out. Unstable, dependent on welfare and unmotivated to do well in school, the 
traits highlighted by the PM bear close resemblance to the stereotypical image of the lazy, 
indolent and backward Malay natives who were unwilling to free themselves from the 
clutches of poverty despite the opportunities presented to them.  
Concurrently, in the Malay media, articles and television shows which portrayed the “out of 
control” nature of Malay youths began to proliferate. In an earlier work9, I had argued that 
articles on clubbing10, Goth subculture11, tattooing12 , sexual activities of Malay youths and 
most recently, their participation in gangs and acts of random violence13 also served to 
contribute towards a moral panic on Malay youth and their supposedly heightened levels of 
delinquency. 
In understanding the focus on these youths as a category of concern, it is important to trace 
the ways in which their activities and behaviours come to be depicted as indicators of the 
myriad of social problems faced by the Malay community. Youths form a critical group onto 
which issues and insecurities are projected, and zooming in on their “activities” serves a 
mirror through which anxieties faced by the larger society is reflected. Youths inhabit a 
unique space within society, as they are recognized as neither children nor adults. Straddling 
the middle ground, they are “not yet completely involved in the status quo of the social 
order”, but at the same time they are being thrust “into a new world where the habits, 
customs and value systems are different from what he has known so far.” (Mannheim, 1966, 
pp. 35-36). Mannheim argues that youth are a latent resource in society, and the ways in 
                                                          
9
Siti Hazirah Mohamad “Living the lives of Hanyut…”: The social construction of Malay youth delinquency in 
Singapore (2011). Honours Thesis submitted to the Department of Malay Studies, National University of 
Singapore.  
10
 Berita Minggu 14 May 2006 Clubbing 
11
 Berita Minggu 14 June 2006 Tracking the trend of Malay girls ‘running’ to the underworld 
12 Berita Minggu 15 October 2006 Tattoo here and there 
13 Berita Harian 12 January 2013 Malay youth gangs are still at large. p.4 
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which they contribute to society depends on their development.  As such, societies in 
transition have a vested interest in developing youth to conform to the dominant social 
norms in order to contribute to an existing order.  
 Additionally, their involvement in various subcultures becomes a way in which their 
“outsider” or “refusal to conform” status is highlighted. As “they have as yet no vested 
interest in the existing social order and have not yet integrated their contribution into the 
economic and psychological fabric of existing society...this outsider position ...tends to 
coincide with the outsider attitudes of other groups and individuals who for other reasons live 
on the fringe of society” (Mannheim, 1966, p. 36). The position of youth as those who are 
straddling the middle ground, coupled with the involvement of those youths deemed as 
problematic demonstrate the ways in which the anxieties of the Malay community becomes 
reflected in its youths. This anxiety is tied to the discussion on Singaporean Malays as a 
marginal community which is perpetually lagging behind and the belief in the cultural deficit 
thesis in order to explain this situation (Lily, 1998, p. 61, Suriani, 2005, p. 2). 
 The refusal of these youths to conform, and their involvement in activities and subcultures 
that are deemed as delinquent becomes pinpointed as one of the root causes which is 
holding the Malay community back from catching up with the rest of the ethnic groups in 
Singapore14. It is against this backdrop that the position of the Malays in Singapore is 
contextualized, particularly in the conception of the community as lazy and unwilling to 
progress. Singaporean Malays are seen as being held back by members of the community 
who are more content with engaging in “delinquent” acts rather than work towards the 
betterment of their lives.  
Explicating the research problem  
As such, in looking at Malay youth delinquency in Singapore, the cultural deficiency thesis 
dominates the discussion on the factors that lead to the actions of these youths and their 
subsequent institutionalization.  These culturalist explanations pinpoint the source of the 
                                                          
14
 Berita Harian 10 January 2005. Hanyut is not nonsensical. p. 11. 
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problem as coming from within Malay tradition, culture or attitude, which predisposes them 
towards acts of delinquency and gang membership. The dominance of this culturalist 
approach distracts from other possibilities such as class background in explaining 
delinquency among Malay youths. By pathologizing the issue of youth delinquency as being 
particular to the Malays, these representations focuses on the shortcomings of Malay 
tradition, attitude or culture that predisposes Malay youths to engage in acts that are 
considered deviant or delinquent.   
The dominance of this approach also does not allow space for alternative narratives 
surrounding the issue to be heard and for different perspectives on the issue to be 
considered. These stereotypes also provide a convenient frame of reference which has been 
used as shorthand for the social problems that Malays are continuously associated with.  
The portrayal of these “delinquent” youths parallels with the observation made regarding the 
approach to crime in Singapore, in which “by merely projecting the ‘crime problem’ as 
constituting a peculiar community character, thus deflecting attention from the wider 
structural, economic and social inequalities, the problem of crime has specific ‘ethnic’ 
dimensions, which are best dealt with the community concerned” (Ganapathy, 2008, p. 267). 
This redirects the issue of crime from the wider inequalities in society to a deficiency in 
Malay culture that continues to entrench them within the cycle of delinquency and poverty.  
In considering all the issues related to the research problem, I began to question the 
possibilities which lie within the lived realities experienced by Malay youths deemed as 
delinquent. In questioning the simplistic notion of their lives as presented through a TV show, 
I began to realize that their lives were potentially more complex than what has so far been 
depicted on TV. However, the dominance of the cultural deficit thesis approach does not 
allow space for these complexities to be captured, and thus these narratives become 





Understanding the research questions and objective 
We thus return to the question of representation explored at the beginning of the chapter. I 
began to question the ways in which these youths who are deemed as problematic have 
been portrayed in the media, in opposition to the lived realities that they face on an everyday 
basis.  What happens when we begin to accept fictionalized images as the true 
representation of a group of people? What are the implications for those represented in the 
media, and how do they feel about these representations?  
As such, in this study, the objective is to move away from these stereotypical 
representations and contest the dominance of these images. By providing alternative 
narratives through the voices of Malay youths deemed as delinquent, an alternative 
perspective and the complexities of their lives can then be explored.  In doing so, this study 
also aims to document the ways in which the cultural deficit thesis and stereotypical images 
have been used to explain Malay youth delinquency through a popular television show. 
Subsequently, an alternative methodology which can be applied towards the study of Malay 
youths categorized as delinquents will be developed.  Building upon the constructionist 
perspective, cultural criminology and critical ethnography, I aim to contest the dominance of 
these simplistic images and provide a space for the voices of these Malay youths, who have 
hitherto been silenced by the dominance of stereotypes in representing them, to be heard. I 
also hope to uncover the socialization processes that might have contributed to the 
involvement of these youths in delinquent activities, their experiences of being 
institutionalized, and the nuances of their growing up processes beyond the simplification 
attributed by the cultural deficiency approach.  By moving away from the cultural deficiency 
and pathological explanations which dominate the discussion on Malay youths deemed as 
delinquent, the thesis aims to demonstrate the possibility of looking at the same problem 
through an entirely different perspective.  
In exploring these issues, some of the questions involved in conceptualizing the research 
include; what aspects of the cultural deficit thesis are used to explain Malay youth 
delinquency in Anak Metropolitan and the Malay media, and in contrast, how are Malay 
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youths who are labelled as delinquents perceive themselves? In particular, what are their life 
histories and family backgrounds, and experiences in various social contexts (for example, 
schools and the present institutions which they are in)? Most importantly, what are some of 
the patterns or factors which are present in their narratives that can explain their social 
positioning?  
Outlining the thesis 
To answer the questions raised in the previous section, this thesis is divided into 7 chapters, 
including this introductory chapter. Previously, studies on Malay youths in Singapore are 
dominated by the subcultural approach, or the study of youths in subgroups. This approach 
confines the existence of these youths as being on the fringes of society, and does not 
provide the possibility of contesting the dominant idea of these Malays as culturally deficient. 
This gap and my subsequent contribution to the literature are further explored in Chapter 2. 
In Chapter 3, I discuss the 3 main theoretical approaches which form the basis of the 
methodology adopted in this thesis. This methodology allows me to explore the ways in 
which alternative narratives can be captured in order to contest the stereotypical depiction of 
Malay youths in the media. In doing so, the positionality and reflexivity of the researcher will 
also be emphasized. Chapter 4 provides the context behind the proliferation of these 
stereotypical representations. In the chapter, I detail the ways in which the TV show Anak 
Metropolitan has presented a stereotypical image of Malay youths and how this fictionalized 
images come to be accepted as reality. I also include my interview with the writers of the 
show in order to capture the processes of constructing and presenting the show to its 
audience.  Chapter 5 documents the ways in which processes of socialization impacted the 
upbringing and subsequent decisions of these youths to be involved in delinquent activities, 
whereas chapter 6 documents their process of coming into contact with institutions through 
their growing up years, particularly while being processed through the Singaporean justice 
system, and getting interred in the Homes. Finally, in chapter 7, I discuss the significant 
findings from the empirical data. In doing so, I restate the case for an alternative way of 
looking at Malay youths and Singaporean Malays, divorced from the cultural deficiency 
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framework which has crippled critical analysis behind issues that are commonly dismissed 





























In order to highlight the weaknesses of the present approach to the study of youth 
delinquency as outlined in the previous chapter, this chapter engages in a critical appraisal 
of dominant perspectives in the study of Malay youth, with a specific focus on those defined 
as problematic, delinquent or deviant. The categorization of these youths as such arises due 
to their experiences of having been tried in the juvenile or criminal justice system, or through 
their participation in various subcultures. While the existing studies make important empirical 
contributions to the study of Malay youths and provide explanations and descriptions of their 
reaction against a dominant culture in Singapore, ultimately, they do not challenge the 
cultural deficiency framework through which these youths are viewed. It is thus necessary to 
look at studies of youths which focus on delinquency or deviance in other societies to gain 
an insight into the methodologies and theories involved in examining processes impacting on 
youth delinquency. Studies which touch upon the structural inequalities faced by 
Singaporean Malays will also be discussed.  
A survey of current literature on Singaporean Malay youths: Addressing the gap in 
understanding youth delinquency 
The number of works on juvenile and youth delinquency in Singapore is very limited.  In 
trying to find works that related to juvenile and youth delinquency, only 2 works that 
addressed the issue directly were available. Furthermore, these works are focused on 
analyzing policies and programmes that are employed to solve the issue. In order to broaden 
the scope of the literature review, works that focused on Malay youths in groups which can 
be defined as subcultures or subgroups, namely Mat Rock, Mat Skaters and Mat Bikers 
were also examined.  
 The 2 works that addressed the topic of juvenile and youth delinquency directly both adopt a 
case study approach.  They are primarily concerned with portraying the programmes and 
policies implemented by various government agencies in order to tackle youth crime. These 
works either analyze case studies or are focused on evaluating the policies and programmes 
adopted by the state and its institutions. Rebuilding lives, restoring relationships: 
juvenile justice and the community (Magnus et al., 2003), a volume jointly-published by the 
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Subordinate Courts and the Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports, focuses 
on programmes that have been undertaken by various organizations in partnership with the 
Juvenile Court in order to tackle youth delinquency and the model of restorative justice that 
has been adopted by the court. Rather than engage in a critical discussion on causes or 
factors impacting juvenile delinquency in Singapore, the book serves as a celebration of the 
community spirit in overcoming delinquency, and highlights the relationship between the 
court and its various stakeholders. A section of the book is also dedicated to the 
“Malay/Muslim Community’s Response” (p. 171) to the issue of juvenile delinquency, in 
which the director of the  Community Development branch of Mendaki further reinforced the 
ethnicization of the issue by highlighting efforts by Malay/Muslim organizations in tackling the 
issue of juvenile delinquency. He concludes by calling on “the Singapore Malay/Muslim 
community (MMOs) to develop a master plan to tackle various social issues facing the 
community...[and] encourage and persuade more organizations and volunteer to come 
forward...in a more co-ordinated and effective manner” (p. 177). This is further bolstered by 
his reminder that “the Singapore Malay/Muslim community can never afford to rest on its 
laurels” (p.177), reaffirming the fact that juvenile delinquency among Malays is something 
that Malays will have to deal with. It is also interesting to note that in the whole book, only 
the Malay community is given a separate section to detail its efforts in tackling Malay youth 
delinquency through a specific Malay/Muslim organization known as Mendaki.  The efforts 
by other ethnic group members are conspicuously not ethnicized, and are subsumed as part 
of a national effort to tackle juvenile delinquency. The contributions of the youths featured in 
this volume are also similar to those in Anak Metropolitan, where the focus is on their regret 
and subsequent repentance.  
Comparing the measures taken by Singapore and Hong Kong in dealing with youth 
delinquency, Fighting youth crime: a comparative study of two little dragons in Asia (2004) 
combines statistical analysis, case studies and evaluation of programmes and policies 
undertaken by both governments in order to tackle youth crime. In his analysis of the 
situation in Singapore, Choi acknowledges that there are limited studies on youth 
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delinquency in Singapore, (Choi & Lo, 2004, p. 85). Out of the 6 case studies that were 
featured in the book in Singapore, only one was a Malay youth who was caught for molest, 
while the rest of those featured in the case studies were Chinese.  The case studies were 
very brief, providing basic details of the offence and the offender’s schooling and family 
background without going deeper into the experiences of the offender. The focus was also 
on various sociological theories on the causes of delinquency. The author concludes that it is 
strong political will which has allowed for the significant drop in juvenile delinquency in 
Singapore, and the success of the Inter-Ministry Committee on Youth Crime in tackling this 
issue through its programmes (pp. 213-214). As a member of the committee, Choi does not 
adopt a critical stance towards the issue of youth delinquency.  Instead he praises the 
politician who is the chairman of the committee and highlights the positive role of the media 
in supporting the work done by the committee. With its “historical pro-government stance 
and its commitment to aid in nation building” (p. 216), Choi identifies the media as a critical 
tool in sending the signal that the government was adopting strict punishment against youth 
crime. This clearly demonstrates the inadequacy of the book in providing a critical 
assessment of the social factors behind the causes of delinquency and the voices of youth 
who are caught within this issue. 
In broadening the scope of the review, studies done on Malay youths in various subcultures 
or subgroups, some of which are considered as deviant, or having deviant intentions through 
non-conformity to the norm are examined.  It is important to look at these works as they 
portray Malay youths who participate in various subcultures, some of whom, the authors 
argue, are at the margins of society. These works are qualitative in nature, and provide 
space for the voices of Malay youths to be heard through the interviews. As such, they have 
a role in representing Malay youths, particularly those who are members of a marginalized or 
deviant subculture. 
In her work on Mat Rokers, Shirlene Noordin (1991) applied the subcultural theory in 
analyzing the Mat Rok subculture as one which the youths partake in to “provide collective 
solution. These youths create their own definition of success in terms of the delinquent 
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subcultural values. The subcultures provide an alternative to the blocked middle class 
institution” (p. 6), and provides a “symbolic articulation of an alternative value system” (p.34). 
She goes on to state that this subculture which the Mat Rokers have engaged in is clearly 
separate from the parent culture, and details their consumption habits, including their choice 
of music, dress, language, and also ownership of goods such as motorbikes. While her study 
provides an interesting account of a participant observation within a group of Malay youths in 
the 90s, it remains mostly at the level of description. Her stress on the development of the 
subculture in direct opposition to the parent culture also works against her interesting 
observation on the relations between the Mat Rokers and their families, such as the value of 
respect and the impact of Malay culture on this value. In their critique of the subculture 
method, Fine and Kleinman (1979) questions the “general assumption that subcultures are 
homogeneous, closed social entities isolated from the "larger society", and argues that we  
should avoid being ” trapped into reifying subculture so that it seems like a material thing” (p. 
6). The subcultural method of study is potentially limited in its approach as it separates the 
subculture from the “parent culture” from which it originates. 
In contrast, Lee Khum Thong’s (2003) study on Mat Skateboarders highlights the interaction 
of Malay skateboarders with Chinese skateboarders as a motivating factor in the adaptation 
of mainstream values. This is due to the differences in socio-economic factors that Malay 
youths become aware of when they come into contact with Chinese skateboarders. Despite 
the fact that he argues against the subcultural method, his alternative to the subcultural 
analysis is to argue that skateboarding itself has “resulted in the adaptation to certain values 
in the mainstream society” (15), especially with the removal of skateboarder’s deviant status 
with the establishment of skate parks. Lee does not question this idea of “mainstream values 
or society” in his thesis, and instead asserts that through skateboarding, “mat skaters are 
brought back into the folds of society time and time again” (14). This unquestioning 
assumption of what constitutes the mainstream proves to be problematic, particularly the 
assertion that they are “brought into the folds” of society through their aspirations of setting 
up skateboarding shops, or doing well enough in skateboarding to be able to compete on a 
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professional level. While skateboarding does provide the opportunities to succeed, the 
potential for all these youths to earn a large or long-term income remains slim, particularly 
when taking into consideration the sporting scene in Singapore.  The argument simplistically 
assumes that all that is needed to overcome Malay marginality is the desire to work harder 
and escape from the “non-mainstream values” which these Malay youths are supposedly 
adhering to.  
Mastura Manap’s (2007) work on Malay motorbike owners, or Mat Bikers argues against the 
subcultural method which she deems as too limited in its approach. She adopts the social 
deconstructionist discourse analysis approach by analyzing the ways in which “the 
affirmation of Malay superiority in riding is an ideological response to the negative 
racialization of the Malays as objects in the cultural deficit thesis” (p. 33). She details the 
processes through which the riders use their ownership of the motorbike as a marker of 
identity. Her thesis also provides an interesting look into how these Malay bikers attempt to 
rationalize their lower economic status as compared to the dominant Chinese group in 
Singapore, and in the process, uncovers the linkage between structure, discourse and 
agency. While the study provided an insightful look into how the rhetoric of race can be used 
to justify or explain the situation of the Malays through positive identification with the 
ownership of motorbikes, the study is still confined to those who own a motorbike in the first 
place, and their interactions and participation in activities with other members of the 
community who consider themselves as Mat or Minah Bikers. 
Fu and Liew’s (2009) chapter on deghettoizing the Mat Rok subculture updates the deviant 
Mat Rok scene and provides an interesting look into the ways in which the subculture has 
evolved over the years. In their observation of youths at various rock concerts in Singapore, 
Fu and Liew (2009) notes that these rock concerts have evolved to become a common plural 
space with the participation of those from other ethnic groups (p. 164). They make the case 
for the evolution of the rock scene through deghettoization, which “refers to the unsettling of 
ethnic, national and gendered boundaries of music production and consumption as an 
emancipatory framework for the research” (p. 163). However, despite this, they continue to 
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observe tensions between middle-class Chinese and the youth whom they have classified as 
working-class Malay.  Identifying it as a moral gaze, they recognize that it “becomes another 
layer of criminalizing and reinforcing the deviant images of Malay youths” (167), which 
“strengthened the familiar historically stereotypical notions of deviancy and indolence of the 
'Lazy Malay' in the Mat Rock scene” (171). For Malay youths, being confronted with the 
suspicion directed towards them by middle-class Chinese through their participation in a 
deviant subculture is not any different than usual, especially for a minority frequently 
associated with stereotypical traits such as laziness. Despite the fact that the space has 
become plural, the deviant image persists. However, despite the interesting data provided, 
the study also remains mostly at the level of description, and is confined to observations 
done at rock concerts and various venues where these youths congregate.  
Nevertheless, it is important to note that despite the weaknesses which I have pointed out in 
these studies; their empirical contributions should not be discounted as they remain 
important. These works provide an interesting glimpse into the different spaces which Malay 
youth inhabit, particularly those on the margins, or viewed as deviant. However, judging by 
the limited number of studies on Malay youth delinquency in Singapore and the 
overwhelming focus on the subcultural approach or youths in subgroups, the need to explore 
the representation of Malay youths who are considered as delinquent in greater detail 
becomes more pertinent in order to fill this gap. 
 The study of this representation situates Malay youths not as a subculture at the margins of 
society, or as an activity which only a particular group of youths engage in, but examines the 
construction of Malay youth problems as a process in which all members of Malay society 
are involved in. My study aims to locate youths who have been pushed to the margins of 
society squarely back into the centre of society which has created the discourse that has 
marginalized them in the first place through the adoption of fictionalized images as reality. 
We now turn to studies on youths which incorporate structural factors in order to investigate 
the possibility of adopting a different methodology, due to the gap identified from the studies 
reviewed earlier.  
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Examining structural factors in issues related to youth 
In attempting to locate studies which discuss youth delinquency and the impact of structural 
factors on their lives, I took as my point of comparison the minority status of Malays in 
Singapore. I was thus able to look at studies on immigrant and minority communities in other 
societies, and analyze theoretical frameworks which could be compared to the study of 
Malay youth in Singapore. While there are definitely differences between the status of the 
immigrants and minorities in these other societies, useful points of comparison which are 
applicable to my own study were identified.  
Drawing from qualitative and quantitative studies of youths in Australia, Canada, the 
Netherlands, and the United States (Collins et. al, 2000; Junger, 1990; Kelly, 2006; Steen, 
2001; Walker et al, 2000) the constructionist perspective was the most useful tool in 
deconstructing the cultural deficiency framework which forms the basis of portraying Malay 
youths in Singapore.  Within these studies, the majority of them established the higher 
proportion of minorities in the official criminal statistics, with this phenomenon being 
confirmed in the United States, The United Kingdom, France, the Netherlands, Sweden, 
Belgium, and Germany (Junger, 1990).  While each of these societies has different 
explanations for overrepresentation of minorities in the criminal justice system, what they 
share is the usage of structural explanations, rather than an individualized or pathologized 
approach to understand youth crime. The conflict between the explanations of juvenile 
delinquency as “a product of personality disturbances or emotional conflicts within the 
individual”,  and the occurrence of delinquency when “relatively normal personalities 
exposed to a "disturbed" social environment-particularly in the form of a deviant sub-culture 
in which the individual learns to be delinquent as others learn to conform to the law” (Matza 
& Skyes, 1961, p. 712),  has been summarily debunked. The focus is towards constructionist 
perspectives, which “shifts attention away from the individuals involved in the "problem" 
behaviour and onto the activities and individuals who define and attempt to manage the 
behaviour” (Steen, 2001, p. 327).In fact, in her paper, Steen argues against an increasing 
medicalization of the issue of juvenile sex offenders which created problems within the state 
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of Washington and its juvenile justice system. This is due to the nature of medicalization 
which takes away from looking at the characteristics of the offender’s environment and 
focuses on characteristics of the offender’s delinquent behaviour (p. 325). 
In the Netherlands, quantitative research on social factors relating to delinquency among the 
biggest groups of minorities of the country, mainly among the Moroccan, Turkish and 
Surinamese communities has yielded interesting results on the effects of the social bond and 
the ways in which it is synonymous with the social control theory. Research demonstrated 
that “attachment to the family, attachment to school, attachment to conventional values and 
participation in unconventional activities are all related to delinquent behaviour” (Junger, 
1990, p. 114), while the social factors that were tested included the bond to the family, the 
bond to school, leisure time activities, culture, migration and delinquency, tolerance towards 
delinquency or subcultural values by the family, and the peer group, with the peer group 
being one of the most significant factors leading to delinquency. Similarly, in the United 
States (US), calls for the need to adopt a contextual approach with regards to the study of 
youth delinquency have been made. Realizing the different experiences faced by the various 
minority groups in the US, Walker, et al (2000) stressed on the need for “a contextual 
approach which  emphasizes the unique historical, political, and economic circumstances of 
each group (African American, Hispanic Americans, Native Americans and Asian 
Americans” (p. 3). Therefore, it becomes important to determine the ways in which history 
plays a role in the socioeconomic position of ethnic minorities today, and how this position 
leads to an increase in incidences of crime among youth. 
The constructionist perspective has also been applied to a study of Lebanese youth 
immigrants in Australia, in which the perpetrator of a murder was never caught, but the issue 
became racialized as an ethnic youth crime. In a politically charged year in which there were 
politicians running for elections, these Lebanese youth became accused of committing the 
crime as the conclusion drawn in the media and by politicians was that they, by virtue of the 
violence rocking Beirut, must also possess violent tendencies that predispose them towards 
committing these crimes. In describing the phenomenon, Collins et al. (2000) detailed how 
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“not only was the whole Lebanese community smeared by media and politicians with blame 
for the crimes, they – especially ethnic community leaders – were also charged with the 
responsibility for their solution” (3). This situation is comparable to that of the Malays in 
Singapore, in which social problems that are seen as afflicting the community on a 
significant scale becomes reformulated as a “Malay problem”, and the Malay leaders are 
tasked with handling the issue and finding solutions for them.  Collins et al. (2000) argue that 
the economic vulnarability of these immigrant youths, who were unable to find jobs, 
contributed to the making of their image as trouble-makers or gang members, thus 
highlighting the socioeconomic dimension involved in the construction of these youths as 
troublemakers.  
Within the Singaporean context, the work of Noor Aisha Abdul Rahman (2008) on teenage 
marriage among the Malay community departs significantly from the works on Singaporean 
Malay youths discussed earlier on in the chapter. Focusing on the dominant perspective 
which ascribes the phenomenon of teenage marriage as arising from attitudinal defect or 
religious or cultural reasons, her work provides an alternative view onto an issue which is 
constantly highlighted as a persistent Malay problem. Her findings with regards to the 
individual and family characteristics of teenagers who choose to get married early provides a 
counter narrative to the dominant presumption of these individuals as suffering from an 
attitudinal defect, or making decisions based on religious or cultural factors (p. 739).  
Thus, this study demonstrates the need to adopt alternative perspectives in the study of 
issues frequently construed as a “Malay problems”. These alternative perspectives play an 
important role in countering dominant perspectives that vilify certain segments of society 
based on assumptions and moral judgements. The interconnectedness between the 
informants’ socioeconomic status and its impact on their decision making process with 
regards to getting married at a younger age was also emphasized. These two factors were 
closely interlinked and demonstrated the variety of reasons behind the decision to get 
married during their teenage years.  
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Additionally, research done by Siti Hajar Esa (2012) on the phenomenon of Malay school 
dropouts in Singapore also provides an interesting look into the impact of structural 
inequalities and socioeconomic status on the decision to drop out of school at a young age. 
Consisting of surveys and in-depth interviews with a number of Malay school dropouts who 
were undergoing a programme run by a local Malay/Muslim organization, she demonstrates 
the complexities surrounding the issue of dropping out of school as opposed to the dominant 
discourse of these youths as simply being lazy or unmotivated to go to school. In uncovering 
the structural impediments they faced while going to school and in trying to stay in school but 
failing to do so, her study highlights the various factors which contribute towards the 
difficulties that these individuals faced. This is especially pronounced when their 
socioeconomic status and its effects on their school-going experiences are taken into 
account.  
In this chapter, I have  demonstatred the gap in the literature on understanding Malay youth 
delinquency in Singapore. Subsequently, I discussed the ways in which youth delinquency 
have been studied in other societies around the world, and explored the potential for 
alternative perspectives in looking at social problems which are frequently pathologized and 
attributed to the cultural deficiencies of a particular community. By situating the issue within 
particular historical and social contexts, a more diverse picture is obtained in understanding 
the circumstances through which delinquency occurs.  
Within the literature, this thesis aims to contribute to an alternative perspective of looking at 
the issue of Malay youth delinquency, through a methodology that is able to capture the 
voices of these youths. By moving away from the subcultural approach or the study of youth 
in subgroups, this study demonstrates the lived realities which these youths face on an 
everyday basis and explores issues which have a significant impact on their lives; both 
through the processes of socialization and coming into contact with institutions.  By capturing 
these narratives, the lessons learnt from the studies of youths in other contexts can be 
applied towards understanding issues which these youths faced while growing up in 
Singapore. It also allows for the possibility of considering the impact of these issues on their 
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decsion to offend. In order to do so, an alternative methodology will have to be applied in 
capturing the voices of Malay youths deemed as delinquent. In the next chapter, the 
constructionist approach in the study of social problems will be elaborated upon and 
explored in relation to the formation of stereotypes in the portrayal of Malay youths.  The 
methodology applied in capturing the nuances of these youth’s lived realities will also be 





































Taking into account the ways in which media portrayals of Malay youth and their 
waywardness have been constructed, three different perspectives have been adopted in this 
chapter. These three perspectives – 1) the constructionist approach in the study of social 
problems, 2) cultural criminology  and 3) critical ethnography – provide the basis behind the 
methodology that will be adopted in this study. The strengths of each perspective, together 
with its applicability to my study will be discussed. In particular, I will demonstrate how each 
approach contributes to my analysis of the TV show Anak Metropolitan and multiple in-depth 
semi-structured interview sessions with 6 Malay youths who have gone through the criminal 
justice system in Singapore and who are currently or have previously been institutionalized 
in a Home15.  
The constructionist approach in the study of social problems 
Within the study of social problems, the constructionist perspective examines the ways in 
which social problems becomes constructed, rather than only focusing on the problem itself. 
Often traced back to the work of Spector and Kitsuse (1973), this perspective argues that 
social problems do not arise out of a vacuum, and examines the processes and social actors 
involved in defining and constructing social problems . This process emphasizes the fact that 
“a social problem doesn’t exist until it is defined as such” (Loseke, 1999, p. 13), highlighting 
the subjective nature of its occurrence. Loseke (1999) delineates the 4 main stages that a 
claim undergoes before it is adopted as a problem, mainly the belief that “a condition exists, 
that this condition is troublesome and widespread, that it can be changed, and that it should 
be changed” (p.25).  In the case of Anak Metropolitan , I explore the ways in which the TV 
show fits into the criteria listed above, particularly through its conception and subsequent 
acceptance by the audience.  
                                                          
15
The usage of  institutionalized here refers to residency in one of the Juvenile Homes run by the Ministry of 
Social and Family Development (MSF) which includes the Singapore Boys’ Home and the Singapore Girls’ 
Home, and/or one of the Children and Young Persons Homes licensed by MSF to provide residential care 
programmes for young persons in Singapore. The full list can be found here: 
http://app.msf.gov.sg/Policies/StrongandStableFamilies/NurturingProtectingtheYoung/ChildProtectionWelfare
/ChildrenandYoungPersonsHomes.aspx Accessed 14 December 2013.  
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The constructionist perspective also highlights the existence of the hierarchy of credibility, 
which reflects the structure of knowledge in society where some claims made by a particular 
group are privileged over that of others (Loseke, 1999, p. 34). By juxtaposing the narratives 
of these Malay youths with their portrayals in the TV show, we can chart the existence of the 
hierarchy of credibility which privileges a stereotypical image of their lives. Best (1990) 
argues that “popular culture transforms primary claims into secondary claims that help 
spread – and shape- awareness of social issues” (p. 129). This hierarchy of credibility is 
important as it demonstrates the ways in which a dominant narrative can come to silence all 
other narratives in the understanding of a particular issue. In this study, the privileging of a 
narrative premised upon cultural deficiency will be explored. 
Spencer’s (2011) account of the paradoxical nature in which youth violence was portrayed in 
the United States in the 1990s also serve as a useful frame of reference in understanding 
the role of narratives in reflecting the changes and anxiety faced in the larger society (p. 21). 
In particular, his concept of iconic narratives (p.115) is applicable in analyzing the characters 
that have come to populate the Anak Metropolitan franchise and who eventually come to 
represent Malay youths deemed as delinquent. In discussing symbolization, Cohen’s (1980) 
seminal work, Folk Devils and Moral Panics provides a starting point in analysing processes 
of symbolization and portrayal. This will be further explored in Chapter 4. 
 While these constructionist perspectives  serve to contribute to my analysis surrounding 
Anak Metropolitan’s conception and portrayal of Malay youths, we now turn to the other 
perspectives in attempting to craft a methodology that enables the capturing of alternative 
narratives through the voices of youths that were represented in the TV show. 
Utilizing cultural criminology: media analysis and the importance of alternative 
narratives 
In attempting to integrate both elements of media analysis and ethnographic methods, the 
cultural criminology approach presents a useful perspective. Cultural criminology produces 
in depth studies that explore the connection between media analysis and ethnographic 
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methods in examining crime and crime control (Ferrell, 1999, p. 401). Adopting an integrated 
approach towards traditional criminology and cultural studies, cultural criminology utilizes 
both ethnography and media/textual analysis to produce what Ferrell terms as interpretive 
case studies that “expose the dynamic cultural situations out of which crime and crime 
control are constructed” (p. 402). In studying Malay youths who are deemed as delinquent, 
contrasted with the images represented by the media, this approach allows for a 
interdisciplinary analysis that aims to provide a deeper look into the realities of their lives in 
comparison with its representation. In doing so, cultural criminology allows for the creation of 
alternative narratives by 
“attentively documenting the lived realities of groups whom conventional crime 
constructions have marginalized, and in turn documenting the situated politics of this 
marginalization process, cultural criminologists attempt to deconstruct the official 
demonization of various "outsiders” (Becker 1963)...and to produce alternative 
understandings of them” (Ferrell, 1999, p. 410). 
 
Utilizing Howard Becker’s concept of outsiders, prominent within the labelling theory in 
sociology, Ferrell emphasizes the need to document these lived realities in order to produce 
a different understanding of those considered as “outsiders” or deviant in society. This is 
particularly applicable in my study on Malay youths deemed as delinquent. Multiple in-depth 
interviews are required in order to understand their lived realities in contrast to the images 
that they are frequently associated with in the media. Through this study, I hope to capture 
the complexities of their lives in opposition to the simplistic representations which are 
frequently employed in the media to characterize them. 
Moving away from survey research or statistical analysis, this approach emphasizes the 
importance of the ethnographic method in capturing “the spectacle and carnival of crime, a 
walk down an infinite hall of mirrors where images created and consumed by criminals, 
criminal subcultures, control agents, media institutions, and audiences bounce endlessly one 
off the other” (Ferrell, 1999, p. 397). Inherent within this the emphasis on ways in which 
these images interact with one another and the subsequent result of this interaction.  In my 
study, the in-depth interviews conducted with the youths do not merely present them as 
passive consumers of media. Their reactions to these representations are seen as an 
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important category in their socialization processes and are discussed and analyzed in 
greater detail. By viewing them as active consumers of the media, we can thus explore how 
these youths who are watching their own representation on screen, “recontextualize, remake 
and even reverse mass media meanings as they incorporate them into their daily lives and 
interactions” (Ferrell, 1999, p. 409).  
Rather than view the narratives and representation in the media and the narratives of these 
youths as inherently opposed to each other, this study aims to explore the complex ways in 
which they co-exist, and the reaction of these youths to the media representations of Malay 
youths deemed as delinquent. Ultimately, the narratives of these youths and the ways in 
which they respond to these portrayals provide an interesting window into the effects of 
representation onto those who are being represented. This will be explored in greater detail 
in Chapter 5. 
Critical ethnography: of resistance and emancipation 
In the process of capturing the voices of these youths, critical ethnography provides a 
thought-provoking angle from which the issue of representation can be explored. As a 
method, critical ethnography distinguishes itself from conventional ethnography in the ways 
that it “takes us beneath surface appearances, disrupts the status quo, and unsettles both 
neutrality and taken-for-granted assumptions”, by challenging “institutions, regimes of 
knowledge, and social practices that limit choices, constrain meaning and denigrate 
identities and communities” (Madison, 2005, p. 6). This approach pushes the ethnographer 
to look deeper into statements and constructions of reality that have become taken-for-
granted assumptions or representations of a group of people, such as the sustained 
portrayal of  Malay youths deemed as delinquent in a popular TV show. In my study, by 
contrasting the portrayals of these youths with their own voices through their lived realities 
and life histories, I hope to be able to draw out the nuances and complexities of their 
experiences that can provide a counter-narrative to the ways that they are typically depicted 
in the media.  
In outlining its emancipatory potential, Thomas (2003) argues that critical ethnography can 
33 
 
“aid emancipatory goals or to negate the repressive influences that lead to 
unnecessary social domination of all groups. Emancipation refers to the process of 
separation from constraining modes of thinking or acting that limit perception of and 
action toward realizing alternative possibilities. Repression is the condition in which 
thought and action are constrained in ways that banish recognition of these 
alternatives” (p.5). 
 
By doing so, the voices of Malay youths captured through multiple in depth interviews carries 
within it the potential of liberating our understanding of them from the dominant images that 
they are frequently associated with. In fact, capturing these narratives allows us to resist the 
repression inherent within those stereotypical images and allows the surfacing of “alternative 
possibilities” that unseat domination through definition.  By opening ourselves up to the 
possibility contained within these youths’ narratives, we are exploring an alternative 
perspective that aims to question the ways in which they have been represented and 
understand their response to these representations.  In the process of listening and 
questioning, these  narratives will allows us to “penetrate the borders and break through the 
confines in defense of—the voices and experiences of subjects whose stories are otherwise 
restrained and out of reach” (Madison, 2005, p. 7).  
Within its commitment to social change however, critical ethnography falls into the dangers 
of accusations of bias and subjectivity. However, Thomas (1993) and Madison (2005) do not 
shy away from confronting this question and reflexivity and positionality are seen as central 
to the process. This will be discussed further in the next section. 
Emphasising reflexivity and awareness on positionality  
In my interview with the writers of Anak Metropolitan, I discovered that for the 3rd season of 
the show, they had also conducted their own interviews with 4 individuals whom they termed 
as “hardcore gang members”. In the process, I began to reflect on my own interview 
process, and was conscious of the fact that my own research constituted a form of 
representation. What then sets me apart from the writers of the show? Was I also not 
imposing my own interpretation of the lives of these Malay youths by presenting their 
narratives? What distinguishes my form of representation from how these youths are 
represented in the media? 
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In addressing these questions and issues of bias and subjectivity, particularly in the usage of 
cultural criminology and critical ethnography, Becker’s 1966 address, entitled Whose Side 
Are We On? to the Society for the Study of Social Problems serves as a useful starting point. 
Becker (1967) asserts his belief in the impossibility of doing research that is not tainted by 
our individual inclinations, and proposes that “the question is not whether we should take 
sides, since we inevitably will, but rather whose side are we on” (p.239). In posing this 
question, Becker sees the issue as beyond the taking of sides, and discusses the need to 
recognize the existence of a hierarchy of credibility that will impact our work and its 
subsequent acceptance. Within this hierarchy, certain forms of knowledge are privileged 
over others, particularly those forms of knowledge that are coming from the superordinates, 
or those who are at the top of the hierarchy, as compared to the subordinates who are at the 
bottom. In acknowledging this hierarchy, we are thus aware that “credibility and the right to 
be heard are differentially distributed through the ranks of a system” (p. 241) and it affects 
the group that is being researched on. However, despite the inevitability of such sympathies 
filtering into our work, we need to ensure that it does not impact upon our research to the 
extent that it makes the results invalid. In particular, his reminder for the need to ensure that 
“we must use our techniques impartially enough that a belief to which we are especially 
sympathetic could be proved untrue” (p. 246) serves as a useful measure against charges of 
bias, as a researcher who is truly committed to the endeavour will thus have to ensure that 
space is left within our methods and theories in order for this possibility to occur, contrary to 
our own beliefs and sympathies. 
This is especially relevant in my study as I have been reflecting on the potential and purpose 
in capturing alternative narratives. By analysing the images of delinquent Malay youth, I 
must categorically state that it is not a denial of the existence of the issue of youth 
delinquency within society. Rather, this study looks at the ways in which the images, or 
representations, have come to take on a stereotypical dimension due to the ways in which 
these images have been constructed. In conducting the in-depth interviews, I am also open 
to the possibility of similarities between the lived experiences of these youths and what is 
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portrayed in the media. In examining these differences and similarities however, the ways in 
which certain narratives have been constructed, left out or responded to is more interesting 
than trying to measure the accuracy of a television show. These nuances, I argue, can be 
explored through multiple interview sessions with these youths in order to try and piece the 
complexities of their lives and comparing it to the narrative that is frequently seen in the 
media. 
Additionally, both cultural criminology and critical ethnography place a heavy emphasis on 
the positionality and reflexivity of the researcher in the research process.  Rather than deny 
the involvement of the researcher with the subject being studied, cultural criminology 
acknowledges that, “... field research operates as an inherently personal and political 
endeavour, profoundly engaging researchers with situations and subjects of study...[and] 
accounts for the researcher’s own role in the construction of meaning” (Ferrell, 1999, pp. 
399-401). In order to do so, it is thus useful for the researcher to construct a methodology 
that will enable her to constantly question her role in the interpretation process, and how it 
impacts upon the person whom the research is being conducted on. The researcher’s role in 
the construction of meaning is a very important point to note, particularly while interviewing 
vulnerable groups, and in this case, situating oneself within the research becomes an 
important exercise. 
Similarly, within critical ethnography, the issue of positionality and reflexivity is emphasized. 
As critical ethnographers, researchers are reminded to “examine how our own values and 
ideology influence our work, whether we might inadvertently have excluded 
counterexamples that would subvert our analysis” (Thomas, 1993, p. 17). This is particularly 
pertinent in my interviews with the youths, as the semi-structured interview style allowed me 
to ask questions on the spot based on the answers provided by the informants. However, in 
listening once again to the recorded sessions, I became conscious of the ways in which my 
questions impacted the answers provided by the informants, and how the same question, 
asked to someone who was at a different juncture in their lives, or from a different social 
class, elicited a totally different response. Within this approach, critical ethnography also 
36 
 
“forces us to acknowledge our own power, privilege and biases just as we are denouncing 
the power structures around our subjects” (Madison, 2005, p. 8). This is a particularly useful 
reminder within my study, as I, coming as a university student in the position of researcher, 
carry with me certain thoughts and beliefs that significantly impact the research process.  
Additionally, some of the informants were of a different social class than me, and I became 
conscious of the ways in which my beliefs for example with regards to education, were 
affecting the ways in which I responded to the informants. Reay (1996) touched upon this 
distinction in her own research, in which she became aware of “how social class differences 
both between myself and the respondents and among the women themselves affected data 
analysis” (p. 58). While such a distinction is bound to affect the data collection process 
however, she concludes on the need to “never to assume a superior knowledge. Being 
middle class means knowing different, not better things. It constitutes another partiality” (p. 
68). Being constantly aware of my position allowed me to reflect on my interview sessions 
with both the writers of the TV show and the youths, and the reason behind my differing 
responses towards them. In subsequent sessions, I became more careful in the ways that I 
structured my responses to my informants’ statements, and I took extra care in not assuming 
congruity between their experiences and mine, especially when it came to matters such as 
family structure and other socialization processes.  
Chosen method 
Having considered all three perspectives in the formation of my methodology, my final 
method of choice is as follows: 
In analyzing the portrayal of Malay youths in the media, I chose to conduct a textual and 
visual analysis of 3 seasons of the TV show Anak Metropolitan  which was aired on Suria, 
the local Malay channel, between 2002 and 2012. Season 1 aired in 2002, Season 2 aired in 
2003 and Season 3 aired in 201216. I had earlier watched the TV series when it aired, but 
                                                          
16
 Between the period of 2003 and 2012 when Anak Metropolitan did not air, the docu-drama Hanyut, 
produced by an external production house known as Screenbox in collaboration with Suria and the then 
Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports (MCYS) was screened on Suria between 2005 and 
2007.Additionally, in 2010, the same production house produced and screened a docu-drama similar to 
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chose to go back to the script for season 1 and 2, and to analyze the programme itself for 
season 3. As the original TV show was not available on any format other than the scripts17, 
textual analysis became the method of choice. As season 3 was aired very recently, I could 
get hold of the drama online and thus based my analysis on the full 13 episodes. In studying 
the series, I am interested in tracking the stereotypical ways in which Malay youths are 
depicted in the drama, and the evolution in the depiction of these youths from 2002 to 2012. 
While based entirely on a fictional premise, what became most interesting for me is the way 
in which the narratives contained within Anak Metropolitan ,which was clearly acknowledged 
as fiction by its writers, came to be accepted as reality by audience members who wrote in to 
the local Malay newspaper Berita Harian when the series was aired, the people behind  the 
Malay tv channel Suria, and most significantly, by the writers themselves. An interview 
session lasting for 1 and ½ hours was conducted with the two main writers of the show. One 
of them conceptualized the original show with his concept paper for season 1 and 2, while 
the other conceptualized the 2012 reboot of the show. Both writers wrote the script for all 3 
seasons of the show. Articles that were published in the local Malay newspaper between 
2002 and 2012 that mentioned the show was also analyzed, as the controversy that was 
generated by the airing of the show gave an insight into how it was received and its impact 
on the Malay community. In fact, between the years of 2004-2011, when the show was not 
on air, articles on the impact of the show continued, particularly when it was discussed in 
relation to Hanyut and SEKSa, suggesting its presence within the public consciousness 
despite its absence on screen. 
Additionally, over a period of 8 months, I conducted semi-structured in depth interviews with 
6 Malay youths between the ages of 16-21 who have all gone through the criminal justice 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
Hanyut entitled SEKSa (a play on the spelling of sex and torture in Malay), based on the sexual habits of Malay 
youth and how parents can handle the sex education of their teenagers. I had previously analyzed Hanyut 
(Adrift) in an earlier work, in which I argued that the programme, coupled with statements made my Members 
of Parliament and Ministers and the Malay media, shaped a dominant discourse on Malay youth delinquency. 
This discourse contributed towards a moral panic that became reproduced among Malay youth workers, and 
in the wider society. Refer to Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad (2011) “Living the lives of Hanyut…”: The social 
construction of Malay youth delinquency in Singapore. 
17
 The unavailability of Season 1 and 2 in any other format other than the script has been verified by both 
writers of the show.  
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system in Singapore, whether the Juvenile Court or the Subordinate Court,and had Court 
Orders served to them. The criteria of ethnicity, age range and of having a Court Order 
served to them were specified during recruitment. In the interest of gender balance, 3 males 
and 3 females were chosen. All 6 youths were undergoing probation, and had previously or 
were currently interred in a Home.  The youngest informant was 16, while the oldest 
informant was 20. Multiple sessions were conducted with each of the youths in order to build 
rapport and gain trust with the informants. Each session lasted for a maximum of 2 hours 25 
minutes, and a minimum of an hour. The minimum number of sessions that I conducted with 
an informant was 3, while the maximum number of sessions was 4. A 7th informant was 
recruited for the study, but he stopped responding after 1 session. All in all, with the 
informants who completed the sessions, I conducted a total of 24 sessions spread out 
across various locations in Singapore. Some sessions were held in one of the various 
Homes, some at the Ministry of Social and Family Development’s (MSF) Probation Services 
Branch, and some at locations that were convenient for the informants, such as near their 
homes. 
Challenges and limitations of the study 
Having chosen the method for my study, I now reflect on the challenges faced  and its 
limitations. The most challenging aspect was the recruitment process. As I wanted to 
analyze their experiences of going through the justice system, I had to recruit youths who 
had been sentenced in court. This meant that I had to go through official channels and I 
worked with officers from 2 separate branches within MSF. Since the population that I 
wanted to study was classified as a vulnerable population by the Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) of the university, strict confidentiality standards had to be maintained. As such, the 
recruitment process turned out to be very complex: 
Step 1: The relevant branch within MSF had to identify informants who fit my specified 
criteria within the database as I was not allowed to access it. The branch then notified the 
probation officer who was in charge of the case with my research details and consent needs.  
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Step 2: The relevant officer who was in charge of the case had to contact the parents of the 
identified case in order to gain permission for the study. I was not allowed to contact any of 
the parents until approval was given. 
Step 3: The officer in charge of the case had to convey the parent’s agreement to me, and I 
had to liaise with the officer and the Home in order to be given access to the informant. 
Step 4: The informant’s consent, and the parent’s consent had to be obtained before the 
start of interviews. As some of the informants did not live with their parents, I had to seek out 
their parents in other locations before being permitted to interview their child. In addition to 
this, I also had to liaise with other social workers or case workers of the informants in the 
Home in order to gain access to the them for the multiple sessions. 
The interview sessions could only commence once all these steps were completed. As I had 
6 informants in total, these steps were repeated multiple times. Working with 3 different 
homes, I had to meet 3 new social workers, and each session that had to be scheduled 
meant that I had to repeat Step 4 multiple times for each of the informants who were in a 
Home. Out of the 6 interviewed, 3 were presently still residing in a Home.  
For those who were residing in the Homes, their schedule was not fixed and they had to 
attend a variety of programmes in various venues. As such, it was not uncommon for me to 
have to wait for 30 minutes to an hour for the informants to arrive before an interview 
session could begin. Care was also taken to ensure that I did not involve myself in conflict 
that was happening within the Home, as I did not want to affect the relationship between the 
informants and their officers. However, at certain times, beyond my control, I also became 
affected by some of the conflicts that the informants were involved in against my will. As I 
could not control what happened between the informant and the situation in the Home in the 
periods between our sessions, I could also not anticipate the mood that the informants were 
in prior to the start of the session. At times, the conflicts proved so significant that it took 
more than 30 minutes for me to settle into a rhythm with the informant and get the interview 
to proceed within the limited time span that I was given by the Home for the session.  
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As the Homes were divided by gender, and the Home for boys had an overwhelmingly male 
presence, my sessions at the Home also caused a bit of a stir. While I had prepared for this 
eventuality while undertaking this research topic, one particular incident proved to be most 
memorable. One of the Homes that I visited had an open plan layout, and everyone could 
see me coming and going from the hostel. In addition to the usual catcalls and name-calling, 
one resident, who had gotten into trouble with the Home administrators earlier in the week, 
was locked up in a confinement cell that was situated near the exit. As it was my 3rd session 
and the residents had established that I was not an MSF officer or a counsellor and therefore 
not someone whom they had to be wary of, this particular resident started to shake the gates 
of the cell in an aggressive manner while I was signing my name in the guestbook. Other 
residents soon joined in the fracas with more catcalls and teasing. I quickly filled up my 
particulars, pretended not to hear what was going on, and left quickly but calmly.  
The informants who were not in the Homes also posed their own challenges. As they were 
still under probation, they had to be back home by 9pm each night. This proved to be a 
source of tension for me. I was torn between getting as much information as possible since it 
was very difficult to schedule sessions because they had school and work commitments, yet 
I did not want them to get into trouble by not arriving back home by 9pm. I therefore had to 
allow for a comfortable time span for them to head home on time. A number of those who 
were identified as suitable informants but were almost done with their probations also 
declined to be part of the research as they did not want to discuss their case any more 
towards the end. I faced a lot of rejections before finally recruiting 6 informants who agreed 
to be part of the study. One of the parents also mistook me for a counsellor, and wanted me 
to counsel her son to the “right path”. When she found out that I was not a counsellor, 
consent for my study was almost withdrawn. While I was eager to recruit informants, I also 
did not want to engage in false promises or make any commitments which I was unable to 




Due to the extensive nature of the recruitment, consent seeking and scheduling of multiple 
interview sessions, I could only accommodate 6 complete sessions within the timeframe, as 
opposed to the initial target aim of 16. However, during the course of my research, and as 
rapport between myself and the informants started getting established, I began to realize 
that trimming the numbers down would allow me to gain more depth into their lived 
experiences. The target number was subsequently revised to a more manageable quantity. 
As such, this study is not meant to be a representative study of all Malay youths deemed as 
delinquent in Singapore, or a comprehensive account of all lived realities that these youths 
are facing. Rather, by focusing in depth on their thoughts, feelings and responses through 
their various experiences, this study aims to explore alternative narratives that differ from the 
images that we frequently encounter in the media. In doing so, I hope to paint a more 
complex picture of the reality of their lives, in contrast to reality as derived from a TV show. 
In the next chapter, I explore the construction of this perceived reality further and 















fiction as reality: 










This chapter provides a look into the way that Malay youths who are deemed as delinquent 
are represented through a popular TV show, and the ways in which this representation came 
to be adopted and accepted as reality by a certain section of the community.  It thus serves 
as an important window into the context of the study, particularly in understanding the 
landscape which stereotypical images of these youths proliferate and the suppression of 
alternative narratives in understanding the phenomena. In particular, I demonstrate the 
manner in which the show was conceptualized which explains the reasons behind the 
adoption of the cultural deficit thesis in understanding the issue. Furthermore, the 
representation of stereotypical characters featured in the show allows for the formation of a 
certain image of the Anak Metropolitan, or metropolitan youth who have become iconic 
narratives within the discussion on “delinquent” Malay youths. This representation then 
continues to circulate in order to allow for the acceptance of fiction as reality.   
In analyzing the show, I examined all 3 seasons, aired in 2002, 2003 and 2012, together 
with the controversy it generated through the reaction of the public as captured in articles in 
the Malay newspaper Berita Harian (BH) and its weekend edition Berita Minggu (BM). The 
analysis is further supported by a 1 and ½ hour interview session with two main writers 
behind the show, Mazlan and Fatimah18, in order to clarify questions that I had with regards 
to the show and in order to find out more about its conceptualization process.  
Here, I explore the ways in which a show which began as a fictional representation became 
increasingly conflated with reality, to the extent that it became accepted as reality itself. 
Through the interviews and also the comments made my members of the audience in the 
Malay newspaper, I posit that the perception of this reality is premised upon the cultural 
deficiency of the Malays, thus forming the basis behind exhortations for the community to 
face the reality of the situation and its shortcomings.  The conceptualization of the show, and 
the subsequent reaction which it provoked from members of the Malay community serve as 
an interesting context in contrast with the interviews conducted with the Malay youths in the 
proceeding 2 chapters.  In doing so, I  juxtapose the acceptance of a reality constructed from 
                                                          
18
 Pseudonyms have been given to protect their identities. 
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fiction with the lived realities experienced by Malay youths who have actually gone through 
the justice system. 
Representing Malay youths on screen: the making of a stereotype 
Aku Anak Metropolitan pakai mulut, telinga,      I am a metropolitan youth, use my  
mouth, ears 
Biji mata secara spontan    Eyeballs spontaneously 
Memangnya cabul memangnya salah  Yes it’s crude, yes it’s wrong 
Orang pandang memang jijik     When people see it they are disgusted  
Tapi kita pekik marah-marah!19                         But we shout in anger! 
So begins the theme song of the Anak Metropolitan franchise, maintained throughout all 
three seasons of the show. The franchise proved to be very popular, with each season that 
went on air nominated for Best Drama or Most Popular TV Programme at the Pesta Perdana 
Awards, the local Malay TV industry awards show.  The show also went on to win awards for 
the directors, actors, actresses and even the award for best theme song. 
The first season of Anak Metropolitan consisted of seven episodes; the second season 
spanned ten episodes while the third season consisted of thirteen episodes. The series was 
developed by Mediacorp’s in house production company Eaglevision. Mediacorp is 
Singapore’s only terrestrial TV broadcaster, and Eaglevision is the company’s Malay 
production house which develops programs for Suria, the sole local Malay TV channel. Each 
episode lasted for an hour, and was shown during the primetime slot.  The second season of 
the show was a direct sequel of the first season, and the main cast of characters was 
maintained with minor changes. The third season, aired in 2012 was a complete reboot and 
was not related to the first and second season, and the cast members were changed to fit 
the youthful image of the drama.  
Each season of Anak Metropolitan  was anchored by a main cast of characters that 
represented the various  manifestations of problematic youth in Malay society. This includes 
tattooed gang leaders and members who frequently got into gang fights and shady activities 
such as drug dealing and theft, their respective partners who were often provocatively 
dressed, and the lives of gold-digging karaoke/bar hostesses. These youths were frequently 
                                                          
19
 Stanza extracted from the Anak Metropolitan theme song. 
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contrasted with  a “good” group of youths who were often depicted as diligent school-going 
students. In each season, characters die or get imprisoned as a result of their involvement in 
gang fights. Various members of the gangs are then arrested and shown as serving their 
prison or Home sentence in retribution for their involvement in such activities.  
 
Figure 1 The cast of Anak Metropollitan 3. Source: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gVuRUZcAkmA 
The appearance of the youths in the opening title of the third season as depicted in the 
image above needs to be noted. The way they are posed and their dressing style serves to 
denote a certain way of behaving and their position as unsavoury characters. Utilizing 
Cohen’s (1980 [1972]) study, I argue that the show presents these youths as ‘folk devils’, 
who, “in the gallery of types that society erects to show its members which roles show be 
avoided and which should be emulated, these groups have occupied a constant position as 
folk devils: visible reminders of what we should not be” (p. 10). In presenting these youths as 
wayward, the show simultaneously capitalizes on their appeal as something that is “exciting” 
while at the same time reminding audiences of the dangers of becoming like them.  
Representation is a complex process. Hall (1997a) defines it as “the production of the 
meaning of the concepts in our mind through language. It is the link between concepts and 
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language which enables us to refer...to imaginary worlds of fictional objects, people and 
events” (p. 17). In defining language, Hall does not refer simply to a system of 
communication through words, but includes “any sound, word, image or object which 
functions as a sign, and is organized with other signs into a system which is capable of 
carrying and expressing meaning” (p. 19). Hence, in this case, Anak Metropolitan serves as 
a form of representation about “delinquent” Malay youths and the characters that populate 
the show serves as signs that carry meaning with regards to how these youths are perceived 
among the audience.   
In the case of Anak Metropolitan, stereotypes play an essential role in defining the 
characters that were conceptualized in order to represent these youths. In discussing the 
colonial legacy in the stereotypical representation of Blacks, Hall (1997b) emphasizes 
stereotypes as representing a “symbolic frontier between the ‘normal’ and the ‘deviant’, the 
‘normal’ and the ‘pathological’, the ‘acceptable’ and the ‘unacceptable’, what ‘belongs’ and 
what does not or is ‘Other’, between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, Us and Them” (p. 258). Anak 
Metropolitan thus casts these youths and their deviant families as a symbolic “Other” who 
have come to represent the cultural deficiency of the Malays and are responsible for holding 
the community back from progressing in tandem with the other ethnic groups in Singapore. 
Representing them in a stereotypical manner allows for the demonization of these folk devils 
and simplifies their situation as being of their own making, thus providing the opportunity to 
disregard structural inequalities that have contributed to their current difficulties.  
Following a formulaic plot, all three seasons began with a “good” character (symbolized by 
Shahnaz in season one and two and Wan in season three) that subsequently comes into 
contact with a member of the deviant culture. This “good’ character, due to a lack of parental 
supervision or concern, becomes attracted to the lead deviant character (represented by 
Remy in the first two seasons and Hakim in the third season) who leads the various gang 
members and anchors the whole drama. Nevertheless, an opposing character (represented 
by Michael in the first season, Khairul in the second season and Ida in the third season) that 
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is defined as good due to their commitment to their studies is shown as trying to rescue the 
“good” character before he or she gets pulled into the deviant culture. 
The gang members in all three seasons were represented in a distinctive manner, with most 
of them possessing tattoos, piercings, and coloured hair and engaging in deviant activities 
such as gang fights, drug dealing, illegal gambling, theft and illegal prostitution. The lingo 
became a prominent aspect of the show and even entered into popular usage during its 
airing. Unique terms, such as the mummy and daddy nicknames for the lead gang member 
and his girlfriend, beruk or monkey for the police, kicap or soya sauce as representing blood 
and lu, gua as substitutes for I and you became so popular that a number of parody clips 
made by Malay youths who were utilizing this lingo can be found online on YouTube. The 
characters were also frequently depicted as loafing around and preferring to engage in 
unproductive activities rather than go to school or obtain a proper job. Rude, foul-mouthed 
and violent, these youths perfectly encapsulated the stereotypical folk devils that parents 
were supposed to protect their children from. This dichotomy between good and bad youths 
was most ironically captured in episode 6 of season 3, when, impatient with their constant 
characterization as troublemakers, one of Hakim’s gang members, Jeff asked, “What? Are 
we that horrible?” only to have Hakim chide him with the reminder that “He’s [referring to 
Wan] a good kid Jeff. There is no reason for him to join us”, further emphasizing the 
good/bad dichotomy as exemplified by the characters in the show.  
In contrast, interviews with the cast members in the Malay newspaper frequently portrayed 
the actors and actresses as being completely opposite to the characters that they played in 
the drama. The female actresses were frequently described as cute, gentle and 
affectionate20, and the actors saw the role as allowing them to escape from a “clean image”21 
or from their neat and well-behaved persona22. This further emphasized the process of 
‘othering’, in which their “actual” image was highlighted as being diametrically opposite to the 
roles that they played in the show. While these individuals were portrayed as good, their on 
                                                          
20
 Berita Harian 22 March 2002. Nadia enjoys giving life to the character of a teenage gangster. p.16 
21
 Berita Harian 24 December 2003. Anak Met 2 saves Haikal. p. 13. 
22
 Berita Minggu 6 May 2012. Syarif Sleeq Head Gangster. p.15.  
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screen personas were further vilified as “bad” and “rude” thus employing what Hall (1997b) 
terms as splitting, which “divides the normal and acceptable from the abnormal and the 
unacceptable” (p. 258).  
Broken families were also a prominent aspect of the show, with the blame being pinned on 
parents for the way that their children turned out. In all three seasons, the gang leaders, and 
most of those who were involved in the deviant activities came from broken families. Remy’s 
mother had left him in the care of his grandmother while she remarried, leading him to 
lament at the end of season one while in prison: 
I don’t know who I was angry at. With my mother who remarried? With my 
stepfather? Or with whomever that tried to control my life. 
In season two, Ruby (Remy’s girlfriend) was shown as facing problems when her mother 
started dating a man who frequently wanted to molest her. When she told her mother about 
it, her mother refused to listen to her as she was too in love with her boyfriend. In season 2, 
siblings Hidayat and Amelia were depicted as behaving in a wild manner due to their 
parents’ divorce. Hidayat ended up joining a gang, whereas Amelia worked as a lounge 
hostess in order to get more money.  Hakim’s mother also left his family due to his abusive 
father, who, in the course of the show, abandons two of his daughters and gets into an 
altercation with his neighbour that resulted in his arrest and imprisonment. His inability to 
provide care and love for his family was also seen as the reason behind Hakim’s deviance, 
as Hakim reminded him in episode 11, “Father, if you had showered me with love in the past, 
I would have definitely not ended up like this”. 
Repentance was also a recurring theme throughout all three seasons of the show. At the 
end of each season, arrests were made and characters had to face the consequences of 
their deviant behaviour. In season 1, Remy’s time in prison was shown as a montage at the 
end of the series, and he ends off with this reminder, 
If I could, I would like to tell the members out there. Don’t follow my actions, I act like 
a gangster, but I did not think of the consequences...I regret, as I allowed my 
emotions to rule my actions. I do not want to waste my youth. 
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At the end of season 2, upon finding out that Ruby had been arrested once again for stealing 
at her former workplace, Remy reminded the audience once again that “people who commit 
bad deeds, no matter how smart they are, they will never escape”. Finally, in season 3, 
despite finding love and wanting to reform, Hakim ended up getting killed by a former rival in 
the final episode. However, before dying tragically outside the lane of his home, his final 
words were to “good” kid Wan, with whom he pleads, “Promise me Wan, you will not 
become a gangster”.  His dad rues his death, describing it as “He gave up his life because 
he loved his friends. His death was in vain”. Each episode of season 3 also ended with a 
message from real-life repentant youth who had previously been involved in delinquent 
activities, but was now reformed. Titled “Confessions of an Ex-Gangster”, each individual 
described the nature of their crimes, their punishment, how they regretted their actions and 
reminded young people out there to not get into trouble like them. These confession 
segments, I argue, were framed through the lens of repentance, and hence do not provide a 
window into the complexities of their lived realities. Rather than present a nuanced view of 
their lives, the short one to two minute segment focused on the things that they should not 
have done and their regrets, rather than the issues and difficulties that they faced prior to 
their arrest. My findings in the subsequent chapters thus aim to provide a counter to these 
“repentant narratives”. 
Conceptualizing a TV show: cultural deficiency as a starting point 
Having discussed the representation of Malay youths as seen through the TV show itself, we 
now turn to the interviews with the writers in order to understand the processes behind its 
conceptualization and the beliefs underpinning its contents. While the first and second 
season of the show was developed with the assistance of the National Crime Prevention 
Council (NCPC)23 the third season was a completely independent production by the 
Eaglevision writers, based on their interviews with four Malay youths whom they had 
recruited for the purpose of conceptualizing the latest season. 
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 National Crime Prevention Council. (2004) Annual Report 2003/2004.Singapore.  
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Each season of the show was conceptualized by one main writer, who was responsible for 
coming up with the concept paper for the whole season. The main writer was then assisted 
by as many as three other writers, whereupon they divided the task of writing the script for 
the episodes among themselves. Each season had more than one director, who was also 
known as the producer. While these directors did change, there was one director who stayed 
on throughout all three seasons. Mazlan had conceptualized the original season and 
developed the concept paper for season 1 and 2, while Fatimah had conceptualized and 
developed the concept paper for season 3. Both are middle-aged Malay middle class 
professionals who are also industry veterans. 
In discussing the idea behind the show, its rootedness within the ethnic dimension, and the 
idea of Malays as having an attitudinal disposition to delinquency were clearly evident. 
Mazlan (M) attributed the origins of the show due to a trigger he received while discussing 
with Abdul Halim Kader, a prominent Malay grassroots leader24 who was also a member of 
the NCPC: 
M: ah Cik Halim, Halim Kader, brought us to meet them with these people, you 
knowlah Cik Halim he’s gung ho (spirited)...he said don’t worry I can bring you to all 
this... so we meet all the top-top people...they just say what’s the problems they are 
facing ah when they run the research so they very concerned about Malay 
delinquents ah increasing they gave statistics and all that. 
 
From this statement, it is clear that the origins of the show were firmly rooted within an 
ethnicized dimension. The statistics presented to the writers were framed through the lens of 
ethnicity, and were highlighted as a Malay problem which needed to be addressed. In 
explaining his thoughts behind the involvement of Malays in gangs, Mazlan also revealed his 
conviction on the stupidity of the Malays, whom he sees as merely foot soldiers for the 
Chinese: 
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 A grassroots leader in Singapore is one who is defined as coming from organizations that are “linked 
administratively to the government that has since 1959 been formed by the PAP [People’s Action Party]…the 
grassroots organizations have therefore been described as para-political or para-statal, distinguishing them 
categorically from the more independent organizations of civil society…” (Tan, 2003, pp. 4-5). 
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M: I say this, the Malays are stupid [laughs], but these Malays, these Malays are 
stupid, the ones who get arrested are the Malays but the ones at the top are all the 
Chinese, the ones who get the money...this group is just the holding guard. 
Coming from a middle class background, unsympathetic attitudes towards Malays who are 
deemed as “stupid” enough to be involved in delinquent activities is certainly not surprising. 
The tone expressed during this segment of the interview reflected his derision at the 
foolishness of Malay gangsters who sacrificed years of their life only to get paltry returns. 
Furthermore, the internalization of Malays as “stupid” and thus unable to progress by the 
middle class is not a new phenomenon25. Allport (1954/ 1979) details the  ways in which 
“minority groups also have stereotypes regarding each other – and regarding 
themselves...so heavy is the prevailing cultural pressure that members of minority groups 
sometimes look at themselves through the same lens as other groups” (p. 198). Hence, in 
adopting the lens as prescribed by the NCPC and its framing of the issue through an 
ethnicized perspective, Anak Metropolitan is in itself premised on the weaknesses of the 
Malay community which is unable to curb its rising numbers of delinquents.  
Additionally, the writers of the show also demonstrate a belief in the weaknesses of Malay 
families who are unable to control their own children and thus contribute to the rising number 
of delinquent youths. When asked about the inspiration behind the series, Mazlan expressed 
his observation that: 
M:  because I notice ah, Malay parents, when their child is a bit bigger they cuci 
tangan (literally wash their hands off the issue, do not take responsibility), neglect, 
from young they are very loving, look after, when they are a bit bigger they neglect, 
neglected, they don’t care about [the children] anymore. 
 
This belief is also shared by Fatimah, who when asked about the expectations for the show, 
expressed her conviction on the need to raise awareness among negligent parents: 
F: Our target is more like, eh parents go and watch cause this is what’s happening 
you know in the outside there. That’s what we want to show them. Ok please wake 
                                                          
25
 Norainn Binte Aziz (2009), in her study entitled Malay Stereotypes: Acceptance and Rejection in the Malay 
Community has detailed the propensity for Malays, especially the service and intermediate classes, who have 
not only “internalised the ideology but also cultivated sentiments of self-hatred and a desire to adopt the 
highly promoted values of a supposedly ‘more progressive’ culture” (p.114).  
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up you know that means your children are doing more than what you know, you saw, 
you look at them, things like that, of course we have that concern ah, raise 
awareness. 
This focus on the pathologized family is certainly not surprising in the context of Singapore. 
In discussing the criminal justice policy in Singapore, Ganapathy (2008) described the family 
as coming “under increasing scrutiny and social surveillance [and] were deemed 
‘criminogenic’ or ‘pathological’, because they had been identified as the single cause of 
crime and delinquency in Singapore” (p. 262). In particular, by “transposing the crime 
problem as a predicament intrinsic to specific ethnic/racial communities, is to devolve the 
responsibility of searching for the (structural) causes of criminal behaviour and the best 
possible solutions to crime” (p.267)  For the Malay youths and their families who were 
represented in Anak Metropolitan , this process of pathologization rests upon the perceived  
cultural deficiency, and the parent’s inability or unwillingness to discipline their own children. 
This is perfectly aligned with the ways in which the statistics were presented by the NCPC, in 
which the complex crime issue becomes ethnicized, individualized and reduced to a Malay 
problem. The internalization of these beliefs with regards to Malay youth and their families 
forms the basis of representations that are predicated upon stereotypes.  
Fatimah and Mazlan also described a trip that they had taken to visit a nightclub run by a 
Malay in Changi during the writing process for the first season of the show. They recounted 
their excitement and experience of visiting the nightclub while in baju kurung, or traditional 
Malay attire. They also mentioned that the people in the nightclub treated them very well, 
kissing their hands as a form of respect and even commenting on the first season of Anak 
Metropolitan. In describing their experiences at the nightclub, their sense of surprise at the 
fact that these youths knew how to respect their elders (by kissing their hands) and did not 
harm them at all (contrary to their expectations) further demonstrate the divide between the 
writers and those whom they were writing about.  
In narrating their visit to the nightclub as an exciting outing, as a venture into the unknown or 
the “dark” side of life in Singapore, the writers themselves have revealed their stereotypes 
about these youths, especially the disparity between how they imagined these youths to be 
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like, and how they were actually like in real life. Hall (1997b) describes this process as 
fetishism, in which “what is declared to be different, hideous, ‘primitive’, deformed, is at the 
same time being obsessively enjoyed and lingered over because it is strange, ‘different’, 
exotic”(p. 268).  
M:I’m very excited because this is what do you call it controversial themes, issues 
which we rarely I mean telecast over there...what we want is the story, good 
storyline, we provoke, it’s quite a provocative theme eh which is interesting.  
F: Furthermore we are dealing with subcultural group, normally right we have the 
masses, this one is like subculture we like itlah especially for me the lingo and all. 
[Later] I’m very excited to interview, when we were going to meet them [referring to 
the ex-gangsters who were interviewed for season 3] we were very excited you 
know, because you know why, we never meet, we always meet grassroots leaders, 
parents and teachers, this is hardcore, I never, I don’t think I ever get to see them if I 
don’t do the programme. 
In creating these characters and scenarios, the writers were very conscious of the fact that 
the show was at its core, fiction.  Gledhill & Ball (2013), through their discussion of the soap 
opera genre denotes the difference between fiction and reality by explaining that “the term 
fiction suggests a separation from real life...to enter into an imaginary world which offers a 
qualitatively different experience from the activities of everyday life and from those media 
forms which claim to deal with the real world...” (p. 336). When asked about the inspiration 
behind the first season, Mazlan replied: 
 
M: first season, I didn’t do so much, I read the newspaper articles, cutting, all that 
then I met the detectives, eh police...one or two gangsters that you know people say 
are like that, but the rest I formulated, the rest I made a storyline... 
Hazirah(H): From the reading of your newspaper? 
M: Yes, yes.  So the first one if you notice I made a love story...romancelah, romance 
important.  
When asked about the lingo used in the drama, Fatimah explained that she obtained the 
terms by researching on YouTube, further emphasizing the fictional element of the drama. 
As they could not observe these youths “in action”, YouTube became a secondary resource: 
F: Oh lingo...for me I went to Youtube...I watched the YouTube of all these bad kids, 




However, as the interview progressed, it became apparent that the distinction between 
fiction and reality was not as clear as initially presumed. When asked whether anyone had 
asked them directly about stereotyping, Mazlan quickly asserted that: 
M: This is drama; drama is drama what! I have to fictionalize to make it interesting. I 
don’t show 100% what, the hardcore gangster, the brutality, blood smeared all this 
thing I don’t show them. Even love, also we can’t show sex right, the kids out there 
they do it one all these things ah! 
Fatimah went on to elaborate about a conversation she had with a person whom she 
described as working with problematic youth. While initially asserting that the show was 
based on a fictional premise, she described the person as saying that, 
F: he said that when he watched it, actually that’s what you are...that’s the real 
thinglah, so he said it’s more than that, he went on to state that what we (referring to 
the writers) are showing eh it’s not so much of stereotyping, according to him it’s 
more like you reflect the truth.  
Here we can see that the boundaries between fiction and reality were starting to blur, to the 
extent that a drama’s representation of a particular group of people came to be described as 
the truth. In the next section, the blurring of the line between fiction will be further examined, 
particularly the controversy generated by the drama between those who opposed it and 
those who supported it. 
(Re)presenting reality: accepting the narrative as presented in Anak Metropolitan  
As soon as it began airing in 2002, Anak Metropolitan generated a firestorm of controversy 
which played out over the Malay newspaper. Letters after letters were sent to the Forum 
section of the paper, with various viewers protesting against the negative examples 
portrayed in the drama26, and responses in the form of supporters who argued that the 
drama was simply depicting the reality of the situation27. The conflict became so dire that the 
Vice-President of Suria had to call for a press conference in order to explain matters and 
                                                          
26
 Among the headlines for those who disagreed with the drama: Depicting negativity invites risk (BH 4 May 
2002), Role of parents to educate children, not the TV (BH 15 May 2002), Don’t just portray problematic teens 
(BM 8 February 2004)  
27
 Among the headlines for supporters of the drama: The Anak Metropolitan syndrome should be eradicated 
(BH 4 May 2002), The reality is far worse (BH 8 May 2002), The negative message in the drama is a reality (BH 
14 February 2004) and It is hoped that Malays can keep progressing and remain united (BH 10 October 2013).  
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calm the situation.28 When asked about the drama’s impact, he stressed that they did not 
want to teach negative ways of behaviour to the younger generation, but wanted to “reflect 
the actual situation” and furthermore, they were “forced to be honest”. He also 
acknowledged that while the show did go too far in some of its scenes, they stood by the 
notion that in order to educate the audience, highlighting reality remains as the most 
effective method.  The press conference also involved Abdul Halim Kader, who, as 
discussed earlier, provided the trigger for the show. In defending Anak Metropolitan, Abdul 
Halim Kader asserted that despite the violence and harsh dialogue, the drama was 
successful in bringing a realization to the audience and raising awareness among parents 
about teenagers.  
Basir Siswo’s defense of Anak Metropolitan certainly reflects his position as one of the 
former producers at Suria, whose attitudes towards its Malay audience has been detailed by 
Kwek (2011) in an ethnographic account of the producers working at the station. The idea of 
a particular ‘Malay mindset’ features strongly among these producers, and Kwek argues that 
the ways in which “these descriptions draws on familiar themes of the “problematic Malay 
discourse” is not coincidental; for Suria’s producers, even as they operate as active agents 
in defining Malayness, are themselves historically and culturally situated within particular 
regimes of truth”(p. 211). Hence, while Suria operates as a separate entity from Eaglevision, 
Basir Siswo’s defense of the show reflected congruence with the writers of the show through 
the belief that cultural deficiency reflects the truth of the problems facing the Malay 
community. What was most striking about the narrative of the defence however, is the 
continued insistence that the programme was in fact reflecting reality.  
The defenders of the programme in the newspaper were similarly convinced that the drama, 
which has been acknowledged as a work of fiction, was in actual fact (re)presenting reality. It 
was also interesting to note that those who commented on the accuracy of the programme 
were not youths themselves, but professionals such as those working in court29 who attested 
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 Berita Harian. 15 May 2005. Suria defends the realism of Anak Metropolitan. p.12. 
29
 Berita Harian. 1 May 2002. Anak Metropolitan is like a carbuncle that deserves to be exposed. p. 15. 
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to the accuracy of these depictions. In fact, these commentators chipped in with their own 
stereotypical depiction of these youths as children of the devil30, a disease that needed to be 
curbed and treated31 and as engaging in unhealthy relationships that form the basis for the 
cycle of poverty.32 These youths, as represented in Anak Metropolitan, became symbols 
reflecting the anxiety of the Malay community with regards to its perceived cultural 
deficiency. The term itself came to acquire what Cohen (1972/1980) denotes as “symbolic 
powers”, and were subsequently “torn from previously neutral contexts... [and] acquired 
wholly negative meanings” (p. 40). In the years after the show went on air, the term Anak 
Metropolitan began to be adopted and used as a symbol of wayward, delinquent youth who 
were out of control and represented the moral decline of the community. This is evident in 
the fact that despite its long hiatus between 2003 and 2012, the term and the show 
continued to be discussed in the paper at least once or twice a year, except in 2006 and 
2008. The enduring popularity of the term, and what it has come to symbolize represented 
the effectiveness of the drama in constructing an iconic image of “delinquent” Malay youths 
who represented the cultural deficiency of the community with their lifestyles, their lingo and 
their broken families.  
Nevertheless, what were the exact processes that led to the consideration of Anak 
Metropolitan as a reflection of reality? In his discussion on the system of representation, Hall 
(1997a) details the various elements that contribute to its construction:  
 “...the meaning is not in the object or person or thing, nor is it in the word. It is we 
who fix the meaning so firmly that, after a while, it comes to seem natural and 
inevitable. The meaning is constructed by the system of representation. It is 
constructed and fixed by the code, which sets up the correlation between our 
conceptual system and our language system...” (p. 21). 
With regards to the show, the images portrayed by the characters in the drama become the 
language system, while the belief in the cultural deficiency of the Malays serves as the 
conceptual system. The code then correlates these two systems together, such that the 
concept of Malay cultural deficiency becomes inextricably linked to the representation of 
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 Berita Harian. 10 April 2002. Anak Metropolitan’s storyline can be utilized as a lesson. p.12 
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 Berita Harian 4 May 2002. The Anak Metropolitan syndrome needs to be curbed. p. 29. 
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 Berita Harian 31 July 2011. The Think Section. p.12 
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Malay youths in the drama itself. In this way, the system of representation is complete, and 
fiction thus becomes reality. The fictional representation of these youths becomes natural 
and inevitable, as the image of delinquent youths, as depicted in the show, becomes firmly 
lodged in the mind of its audience. The representation of Malay youths in the drama is an 
appropriate site for the contestation of Malay cultural deficiency and its manifestations, as 
“media forms and representations constitute major sites for conflict and negotiation, a central 
goal of which is the definition of what is to be taken as ‘real, and the struggle to name and 
win support for certain kinds of cultural value and identity over others” (Gledhill & Ball, 2013, 
p. 345). The drama allows for the playing out of these contestations, and allows various 
parties such as the writers, the producers, grassroots leaders and even members of the 
audience to lay claim to representing or being aware of the reality of the situation. 
Hence, in this chapter, I have discussed the conceptualization of the show as beginning from 
an ethnicized dimension premised upon Malay cultural deficiency and analyzed the 
stereotypical portrayal of Malay youths through a popular TV show. I have also discussed 
the transformation of fiction into reality via claims made by the writers, the producers and the 
audience responses as captured in the local Malay newspaper. In the upcoming chapters 
however, this conception of reality, premised upon the narratives of repentant youth will be 
challenged. How do these youths who have gone through the justice system perceive 
themselves? How do they describe their experiences and lived realities? Most importantly, 
































While the previous chapter focuses on the ways in which Malay youths who are deemed as 
delinquent have been portrayed in the media, we now turn to the narratives of these youths 
themselves in order to understand the lived realities that they encounter through two main 
processes: socialization processes and coming into contact with institutions. In this chapter, 
these socialization processes, consisting of their experiences of growing up within various 
family structures, their friends, consuming and responding to the media, and race, ethnicity 
and the awareness of stereotypes will be discussed.  
In these following chapters, I argue that just from these 6 examples, a diversity of 
experiences that goes against conventionally established stereotypes can be easily 
established. Their narratives demonstrate that each individual went through a multifaceted 
set of experiences which shaped their lives along vastly different trajectories. In fact, their 
very experience negates these stereotypes and it is through their voices that I hope to 
challenge and contest the images that these youths are frequently associated with.   
Over a period of 8 months and through multiple sessions, a total of 127 questions (Annex A) 
pertaining to the life histories of 6 Malay youths, consisting of 3 females and 3 males, were 
prepared and discussed with the informants through a semi-structured interview style.  One 
of the criteria for selection was that they needed to have gone through the justice system in 
Singapore. This was done in order to capture their experiences of going to court as one of 
the institutions that they came into contact with. At the start of each interview however, the 
informants were reminded that the crime committed was not the focus of the research, and 
that the researcher was more interested in listening to their narration of their life 
experiences. The semi-structured interview style was chosen as it allowed for the life story 
approach that emphasized narration by the informants rather than a question and answer 
format. Interviews were conducted in a mixture of Malay and English, and the informants 
frequently switched between both languages during the course of the interview. Majority 
were however more comfortable in Malay, and this was a possible barrier during the start of 
the interviews. With the subsequent sessions however, I deduced the language that each 
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informant was more comfortable with, and made a conscious effort to start the sessions in 
that particular language.  
Questions were asked as a starting point to the interview, but the informants were 
continuously encouraged to narrate their own life experiences rather than simply answer the 
researcher’s questions. Minimal prompts were provided by the researcher and the order of 
the questions was not strictly adhered to as the researcher posed subsequent questions 
depending on the responses of the informants. This life story approach has been defined by 
Bertaux & Kohli  (1984) as a way to obtain “accurate descriptions of the interviewees’ life 
trajectories in social contexts, in order to uncover the patterns of social relations and the 
special processes that shaped them” (p. 215). As the questions were of a very personal 
nature, particularly relating to their family and friends, multiple sessions were  crucial in order 
to build rapport between the researcher and the informants. At various points during the 
interview sessions, I discovered that as I got to know them better and they became more 
comfortable with narrating their life stories to me, the informants were more open and willing 
to discuss topics that were seen as taboo, such as drinking, underage sex, questions on 
their tattoos and family issues which they faced while growing up, including divorce and the 
payment of maintenance by their fathers, also known as nafkah. 
 The depth of these interviews, particularly when discussing the impact of the crime 
committed onto their lives and their sense of self provided me with a window into the 
complexity of their life experiences, and the ways in which it differed from the stereotypical 
depictions frequently seen in the media. In particular, the life story approach provides the 
researcher with an attempt to capture “the totality of one’s experience” by becoming “an 
advocate of people and groups who would otherwise have no chance to be heard publicly” 
(Bertaux & Kohli, The life story approach: A continental view, 1984, pp. 217-219). The 
sessions progressed from question and answers on my end to the informants finally 
becoming more familiar and comfortable with narrating their own life experiences . When this 
happened, I then adopted the role of observer.  
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In adopting this role of observer however, reflexivity and positionality of the researcher, as 
discussed earlier in Chapter 3, was an issue that I was consisently conscious of. In 
responding to the narration provided by the informants, I was aware of  what Stearns (1998) 
terms as the “moral agency” of the subject which arises due to  the interaction between the 
researcher and the researched.  This interaction raises the possibility of the “intrusion of the 
will of the subject in choosing what to reveal – and even whether to be truthful- to an 
ethnographer” (Stearns, 1998, p. 61). Rather than see this as a disadvantage however, 
Stearns sees this agency on the part of the subject as a strength, choosing to consider the 
final text as,  
“a product of this relational interaction, taking into account the moral agency of both 
parties and shedding insight into the cultures of both ethnographer and subject. A 
reflexive life history text merges from the space in the margins where two cultures 
meet.... ethnography is a process, and through that process both subject and 
researcher emerge with previously unforeseen shifts in their own subjective and 
moral understanding” (p. 68). 
 
Hence, during the interview process, I was constantly and consciously reflecting on my 
gender and social background and the ways in which it impacts upon my interaction with the 
informants.  As sensitive topics were discussed during the course of the interview, I strove to 
create an environment where the informants could relate their stories without feeling judged, 
despite my own thoughts and feelings on particular issues. This was done in order to 
acknowledge the moral agency on the part of the informants. However, the process also 
required me to question my own beliefs and assumptions with regards to certain issues, and 
ultimately provided me with the unforeseen shifts in my own subjective and moral 
understanding described by Stearns. Furthermore, as  a few of the informants had cases 
which were significant enough to appear in the media, comparing what I subsequently read 
or saw in the media with the narration provided by the informants allowed me to look at the 
same issue from two very different perspectives.  
The reflexivity employed during the interview process also impacted the writing process.  
During the process of transcribing and analysing the collected data, I became aware that my 
interpretation of the data was also a form of representation due to the selective nature of the 
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exercise. In fact, I began to realize that I myself was constructing a narrative based on my 
exchanges with the respondents and the information that they were providing me with. Here, 
the process of reflexivity employed throughout the interview process was similarly replicated 
in the writing process. This reflexivity in the interpretation of data has been discussed by 
Reay (1996) as “a continual consideration of the ways in which the researcher’s own social 
identity and values affect the data gathered and the picture of the social world produced” (p. 
60). In constructing the themes that will be discussed in the proceeding chapters, I 
constantly reflected on the information that I chose to extract in order to produce the “social 
world” as described by Reay.  
Furthermore, by constantly reflecting upon the data collected and presented in the 
proceeding chapters, I sought to present these youths through their own voices by adopting 
reflexivity during both the interview sessions and the writing process. Rather than try and 
impose a specific framework or guideline throughout their narration, I encouraged the youths 
to narrate their stories without any restrictions, which they became more comfortable with as 
the sessions progressed. Proceeding from their narration, I then grouped their experiences 
under the relevant themes which will be discussed in these next 2 chapters. While I cannot 
deny the existence of subjectivity within the interpretation process, Reay’s (1996) description 
of the ways in which “interpretation remains an imperfect and incomplete process” (p. 70) is 
particularly useful as a guide in my analysis of data. However much I try to avoid bias in the 
interpretation process, it remains imperfect as the researcher retains the power to decide 
which aspects of the interviews to include and it remains incomplete as there are details 
provided by the informants which are potentially left out in the data presented. As such, I 
frequently reminded myself on the need for reflexivity and was prepared to have my own 
beliefs questioned in order to avoid claims of bias. This was done by making the relevant 
adjustments where necessary during the writing process.  
Growing up within various family structures 
Out of the 6 informants, 4 (Ali, Gani, Dewi and Farah) came from divorced families, while 2 
(Badrul and Ella) had families that were intact. Families contributed greatly to an informant’s 
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life experience. Oftentimes, it was the longest part of their narration. Contrary to the 
overwhelmingly negative depiction of divorced families in Anak Metropolitan, where divorce 
was frequently seen as one of the main contributors to Malay youths choosing the path of 
delinquency, the experiences of growing up with divorced parents varied greatly from 1 
informant to another.  Divorce had a significant impact upon their growing up processes, with 
issues such as custody and maintenance being frequently brought up. The multiplicity of 
their experiences however does not allow for the pinpointing of divorce as the main cause of 
their involvement in delinquent activities. Each of the informants’ families had a different way 
of dealing with divorce, and divorce led to various interrelated outcomes which put a strain 
on some of the existing structural issues that these families were already facing. Additionally, 
some of the informants had parents who remarried again and others had parents who 
entered into more unconventional family relationships. 
One of the informants, Farah33 (F), described divorced as being good for her parents as it 
allowed her father to become more of a father figure than when he was together with her 
mother: 
F: After my parents divorced, everything is different, it’s like, we were happier with my 
dad and you know my stepmum, he was like more, I don’t know more like a family 
guy. 
 
Prior to this, Farah described her childhood memory as being tainted by her parents’ 
constant arguments. These arguments frequently caused either one of parents to leave the 
house, and were a constant source of tension that finally led to the crime which she was 
convicted for. This tension was a contributing factor to the crime and the divorce led to a 
complicated set of interrelated issues that caused problems within her family. This 
complexity was also echoed by Gani (G), whose parents divorced while they were both in 
prison for drug related charges. Upon their divorce, both his parents subsequently remarried. 
His father, whose unwillingness to work caused the breakdown of his earlier marriage was 
described by Gani as a completely changed person: 
                                                          
33
 All the informants have been given pseudonyms in order to protect their identity. 
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G: My father, he used to work ah at first, then, like lazylah, at that time. Then when 
my mother changed, my father also changed while inside [referring to prison], father 
come out really find work, works himself to death to give support to his children and 
his family. If my father last time like that ah, I think my mother, family all never 
divorce ah. 
 
Hence, divorce was a complicated affair that led to multiple outcomes for all the parties 
involved. However, on the other end of the spectrum, divorce also exerted great pressure on 
the parent who had custody of the children, particularly for 3 of the informants who were 
taken care of by single mothers. Ali, (A) whose parents divorced when he was 5, recounts 
the struggles that his mother had to go through in order to take care of his eldest brother 
who suffered from a disability and had to go to a special needs school, his second brother 
and himself. Working 2 jobs, Ali described a particularly harrowing arrangement that his 
mother had to endure at the start of her divorce.  At that time, the family was living in a rental 
flat in Macpherson, and he described his mother’s struggle as such: 
A: But ever since the divorce ah she was working 2 jobslah, in a day 2 jobs. In the 
morning she would sell food at my brother’s school, my first brother at the school for 
the handicapped people right, then in the evening she go cleaning, go be a cleaner at 
PPIS34  [the student care centre branch] at  Bedok, Bedok Reservoir. I can see she 
was like literally very thin...So then morning she send me to PPIS right, at Bedok, she 
send me to Bedok...she brought us all out in the morning at 6.30 we are already out, 
in the morning at 6.30 we go to PPIS, Bedok, then she drop my second brother and 
me, then she go Newton, to send my first brother to school. Then work there, then 
come back ah, come back to Bedok, to send me and my brother to school because 
at that time we were still young. And then she go back to Newton and continue 
working, at the end of work she takes my first brother, then goes back to our school 
to fetch us then we go back home. So that was her everyday routine ah. 
 
If we were to map out her journey in a single day, it would entail a commute of 6 times, from 
Macpherson to Bedok, Bedok to Newton, Newton back to Bedok, onwards to Macpherson, 
back to Newton and only after that can she then return to Macpherson with all of her 
children. The struggle faced by Ali’s mum reveals the complexities of raising children within a 
single-parent household, and the ways in which divorce exacerbated the financial difficulties 
that the family was facing even before the divorce happened as Ali’s father does not keep up 
with the maintenance payments. With his first brother not able to work and his second 
brother currently in prison, he describes the anger he initially felt and his tendency towards 
impulsive behaviour: 
                                                          
34
 Persatuan Pemudi Islam Singapura, a local Malay/Muslim organization which provides social welfare services 
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A: Like my mum tried very hardlah to like keep the family quite close ah, still close 
but just we choose to be by ourselveslah.  [Later] ...my mum had breast cancer, so 
she told me and my elder brother who was inside [prison], then my other brother also 
kept falling ill like frequently ill. Then I feel like I’m a burdenlah to my mother because 
my mother is like supporting our family, then I still schooling, still need a lot of money 
right. I felt very frustrated. Then it’s like at that point in time, everything just, 
everything just triggers me ah.  
 
Contextualizing the experience of Ali’s mother negates the image of a negligent single 
parent which we are frequently exposed to in the media. Faced with her own illness, a 
disabled son, another who was constantly in and out of prison and yet another who was 
lashing out and acting on his anger and who would ultimately be sentenced in court, Ali’s 
mother still tried to keep the family close. She even took on the additional job of selling 
cooked food at a mosque during the weekends.  The tenacity demonstrated by Ali’s mother 
goes against the image of a dysfunctional divorced Malay family mentioned in the National 
Day Rally speech; characterized by their reliance on welfare and unwillingness to work.  
The structural issues faced by Ali’s family, which was their financial difficulty, was further 
worsened with the divorce.  The lack of enforcement within the system in order to ensure 
that his father keeps up with the maintenance payments also put a strain on his family’s 
situation.  Within the context of the divorce, all these factors intersect and contributed 
towards Ali’s decision to commit the offence which he was ultimately arrested for.  
Similarly, out of the 6 informants interviewed, 5 described facing some sort of financial 
difficulty while growing up, with majority of the informants receiving financial aid while still in 
school. Despite this however, each of the families had different ways of managing this 
difficulty, either through their own efforts or through the assistance of external family 
members such as relatives. Different from portrayals of families in Anak Metropolitan as 
simply welfare-seeking, dependent on assistance, or on illegitimate means such as stealing 
in order to feed their families, it appears that both Ali and Badrul’s (B) mothers worked hard 
to ensure that their children did not go hungry, in part through managing their tight finances 
to the best of their abilities: 
A: Even though we don’t have cash we still have a lot of food in our home. Ah so 
rezeki [gift from God] ah, my mum she’s very savvy, so when she has the money 
right she don’t spend everything one shot. She buys a little bit, then she keeps. Buy a 
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bit then she keep. So then even though if we are really really like low in cash ah, we 
still have food. Like instant noodles, we still have biscuits, there’s never a time in my 
home that we don’t have food to eat. Never a time. [Emphasis].  
Similarly, Badrul previously described his childhood as difficult because his parents had to 
support 5 children who were close in age. They were also looked down upon by the rest of 
their family due to this financial difficulty. Despite this hardship however, Badrul emphasized 
his mother’s role as the accountant of the family, and how she had to cut corners in order to 
ensure that the family still had a bit of money left over for holidays to Malaysia: 
B: Yes we had financial difficulties, but my mum, she is, like I said she is very clever 
with money right, she will only pay part of the bills so that there will be a little bit of 
money left. She will use it for our family to go out...my mother prefers for the family to 
be happy ah, like yes we have financial difficulties but we are still happy.  
 
When asked whether she has ever gone hungry, Farah explains, 
F: yes, we have what we have, but we usually make it, make do with what we have at 
home. Yes I have been hungry, if we don’t have, if we don’t have food also usually 
my brother in-law will come, and give us [food].  
 
Dewi, who frequently shuttles between her father’s and mother’s homes, also rationalizes 
her current decision to stay with her mother, who was facing emotional hardships partly 
stemming from financial woes. Dewi had made this decision despite having been primarily 
raised by her father while growing up: 
D: My mother is also actually lonely, she’s very lonely I can see that ah. My intention 
of staying with my mum is also because I don’t want her to be very lonely, and she’s 
very depressed about money problems, my younger brother, my brother also has a 
case. 
 
Through Dewi’s mother, we can observe how the combined stress of divorce, financial 
issues and the added strain of having 2 children who had run afoul of the law contributes to 
a complex situation with multiple stressors. Dewi’s mother had remarried after her divorce 
from Dewi’s father, and had 2 sons from this second marriage. The second marriage also 
ended in a divorce, and she was now shuttling between temporary homes and working to try 
and support herself and her children. Rather than viewing the situation as arising out of her 
mother’s weaknesses, Dewi acknowledge the difficulties which her mother had to undergo in 
order to raise the family. She views her mother as her role model as her mother still loves 
her despite all that has happened.   
67 
 
Additionally, Dewi, who was previously taken care by her grandmother and father, also had 
an unconventional family structure as her father lived with two different girlfriends and their 
children while raising her. In describing her father’s second girlfriend, whom she calls her 
stepmother, Dewi acknowledges the positive role that her stepmother has played in her life, 
despite the stereotypes that these women are frequently associated with in the media, 
particularly Anak Metropolitan. For both Dewi and Gani, stepmothers were a secondary 
source of support, be it through providing money or helping to take care of them.  
D: my stepmother is a very patient person. She is not like those bad stepmothers.  
[Later] Hazirah (H): who gave you $10? (With reference to pocket money) 
D: My stepmother. 
 H: She’s working? 
 D: She’s working, Club Ipanema. 
 H: Oh she gives you pocket money? 
 D: Sometimes she gives it to melah sometimes my father. 
 
Similarly, Gani’s experience also calls into question the privileging of the nuclear family 
structure within Anak Metropolitan and the denouncement of stepfathers or the boyfriends of 
the parents as sexual predators, which can be seen in the second season of the show. Gani, 
who like Dewi used to frequently shuttle between both parents while growing up, recalls the 
role that his stepmother played while he was growing up within his father’s household: 
G: Then my father and I and my stepmother stay together. Then after that they get 
married, and I got stepmother. Then support me ah cook for me all.  
 
Gani’s stepmother and stepfather were also present during his family conference sessions 
which were held at the court, and provided support during his court hearings. In fact, while 
he was on the run from the police for 6 months, his stepmother had led the effort to locate 
him by putting his picture in the local Malay newspaper. When his father visited him in the 
hostel, his stepmother and stepsiblings also came along in order to see how he was doing 
and to provide moral support. This multiplicity of family structures reveals the complexity 
inherent within the different family units, and the negotiation that goes on in order to make 
them work.  
Within the examples discussed in this chapter, we can see how divorce contributed to a 
complex set of factors which worsened the structural issues that some of these families were 
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already facing, such as financial difficulties. Different individuals also adopted various 
methods in order to mitigate the effects of divorce. Hence, divorce was a complex process 
which led to complicated outcomes that varied from family to family, and should not be seen 
as merely an indicator for the production of delinquent youths.  
Additionally, and contrary to the indictment of dysfunctional Malay families in the National 
Day Rally Speech, the experiences of the informants demonstrate that unconventional family 
structure did not necessarily mean that the family was dysfunctional – for example, despite 
her extremely difficult circumstances, Ali’s mother did not spare any expense in trying to 
ensure that she could provide for her children despite the difficulties that she was facing. 
Other parents or relatives within these unconventional family structures also did their best in 
order to ensure that the child was taken care of, albeit in different ways.  
Family members and their role in the upbringing of their children/siblings 
As discussed in the previous chapter through the interview with the writers of Anak 
Metropolitan and the articles published in Berita Harian, broken or dysfunctional family units 
helmed by negligent parents were frequently depicted as contributing to the delinquency of 
Malay youths. However, in my interviews, a more complex picture with regards to parenting 
was observed.  Out of the 6 interviewed, 4 had parents or siblings who had been to prison 
before. However, rather than view this previous incarceration as motivation for them to be 
similarly involved in delinquent activities, 2 of the informants described how the experiences 
of their siblings and parents led to stricter parenting in order to ensure that they did not get 
into similar trouble. Ali, whose brother has been constantly in and out of the Boys Home and 
prison from a young age, recalls how his brother used to prevent him from following along for 
fights despite his insistence on doing so: 
A: Because we were close, so I just wanted to follow. Then he said he’s going 
somewhere like dangerous, going to a fight or what, you don’t follow. Don’t follow ah.  
H: Then were you ever stubborn and insisted on going? 
A: Slap. I was slapped, really terribly. I was slapped, I was scolded. He die-die 




Similarly, Gani’s described his grandmother, who took care of him and his siblings while both 
his parents were in prison, as being very strict with him. She frequently prevented him from 
meeting up with friends after school and beat him due to this stubbornness. Both his 
grandmother and his father maintained tight control over him. He compared living with his 
father to life inside the hostel, where his movements were restricted and frequently 
monitored. Despite this, however, Gani understood why his grandmother exerted this 
pressure on him by adopting such a parenting style: 
G: Grandma actually did not prevent me from going out, but she was worried that I 
would do the wrong thing, she was worried that I would follow my first uncle, my mum 
and my dad’s actions (all 3 had been to prison before this).  Actually, I can get ah like 
my grandma’s, I can get her motive, why she last time very strict with me. Because 
she don’t want, I like follow their steps ah. 
 
Badrul also narrated his experiences of coming from an intact family, with a brother who was 
a policeman. In describing the trouble that his brother got into with his superiors while Badrul 
was on the run, Badrul acknowledged that his actions caused problems for his brother: 
B: it’s just, I’m embarrassed in front of him, because when I was at CPC (Changi 
Prison), there was a policeman from [the same headquarters as his brother]. I said, 
you know I was talking, then he said oh you are the one! You. My brother, [who has 
the same name as him], he’s your brother ah? He said you know because of you, 
your brother, your brother was scolded by the superiors you know, because yes if the 
younger brother did it then brother will get it. 
 
This act of taking responsibility for their actions, rather than pinning the blame on their family 
or friends was a sentiment that echoed throughout my interviews with the majority of my 
informants. In the next section, I will discuss how the taking of responsibility was similarly 
brought up in relation to their friends, despite the fact that 5 of the informants had committed 
crimes that were done with friends, or with the assistance of friends. 
The importance of friends: asserting agency and choice 
Contrary to media depiction of friends as providing the catalyst to the involvement of Malay 
youths in delinquent activities, from the interview sessions, it was clear that the situation was 
not as simple as mixing with bad company and getting into trouble. Within their own set of 
friends, different factors contributed to an individual’s decision to participate in activities that 
led to their arrest. With the exception of Ella, who attributed her capture by the police as a 
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result of backstabbing by a group of friends despite the fact that she did not participate in the 
crime, and Farah, who was caught in a situation that was not of her own doing, the rest of 
the informants recounted their crimes as situations that arose out of their own doing. They 
took responsibility for their actions rather than ascribe blame to any particular group of 
friends and emphasized on their agency in choosing to get involved in these situations. 
When describing the night of the crime, Badrul revealed that one of his friends had 
purchased some alcohol, and because he was not a regular drinker, the feeling of 
intoxication that he derived from drinking spurred him on to commit the crime. Badrul was 
asked whether he or his friends had concocted the plan, or whether he felt that his friend 
who had supplied the alcohol was responsible for what happened that night. He did not 
hesitate to stress that regardless of the fact that his friend had bought the alcohol, the 
decision to commit the crime was entirely his, and thus he should take responsibility for it: 
B: Nobody made the decision, I was the one who ah, did it. [Later] Eh I asked for it 
right, I’m the one that did this so of course I am the one that asked for it right? 
 
In the case of Gani, despite hanging out with a mixed group of people, a number of whom 
were already in trouble with the law for issues such as gang-membership and drug related 
charges, his friends, upon realizing that he had met a drug dealer for the very first time, tried 
to prevent him from taking more drugs due to their own negative experience upon getting 
caught: 
G: Actually my friend, he’s not taking [drugs] anymore, he has had to undergo the 
urine test many times and he was caught.  Then he advised me ah don’t take 
drugs...some of them said, don’t, don’t follow him [another friend with access to drug-
related paraphernalia], then I follow ah. [Later]It’s my choice to, take that thing 
[referring to drugs], pick up that thing, it’s my choice to take it right. Actually they did 
not force me, they did not like eh come ah, no, it’s like, my own desire to try ah, like 
my own heart wanted to try it.  
 
Furthermore, while he was on the run from the police for 6 months, Gani’s friends had come 
across his wanted notice in the newspaper, detained him and then called the police to 
ensure that he would go to court immediately. When asked whether he was aware of his 
wanted status, and what led to his subsequent arrest, Gani narrated the incident as such: 
G: At first I don’t know, the, my friend bastard (told on him) ah, they step (pretended), 
they call me from my friend’s house, to go down and slack ah (hang out) actually they 
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have plan to like make a trap ah let me go to court quickly. As I didn’t want to go to 
court, then they want to like help me to go court ah. Then they, I slack, then they call 
police, they spoke (to the police) but I didn’t hear. I wanted to run but my friend hold 
me. I thought I could escape, but they held me.  
 
While she had gotten into trouble along with 4 other schoolmates, Dewi was quick to assert 
that they had merely followed along after her, but that the bulk of the crime had in fact been 
committed by her. When asked whether they had planned out the crime beforehand, and 
whether she had called on 4 of her friends for back up, Dewi insisted: 
D: I don’t know! They suddenly came. Like they came from the back and they helped 
me to attack her. They didn’t beat her up, they just slapped her. Some of them were 
rather squeamish. They just added on (to the beating). Because I know I’m the one 
who hit her the worst ah. 
 
Hence, while a number of the crimes were committed with the assistance of friends or were 
even started by their friends, the informants were less likely to pin the blame on their friends, 
but accepted their actions as a result of their own choices. Their agency and the decision 
made by individuals were frequently emphasized by a number of the informants, in 
opposition to the image of easily influenced Malay youths who went along with their friends’ 
actions without thinking of the consequences. Here, I argue that the portrayal of Malay 
youths as merely victims of their friends’ influences takes away the agency and sense of 
responsibility that they ascribe to their actions, and dismisses the active role that they play in 
choosing to be involved in those situations. In doing so, these stereotypical portrayals of 
Malay youths thus fail to reflect the complexity of factors involved in choosing to participate 
in such acts by presenting these Malay youths as foolish individuals who were easily swayed 
by the influence of their peers.   
 
Consuming and responding to the media 
Another aspect of socialization which was discussed during the interview sessions was the 
informants’ exposure to the media, primarily the local newspapers and television and its 
portrayal of Malay youths who were considered as delinquent. In particular, their awareness 
of shows such as Anak Metropolitan and Hanyut were discussed in order to examine the 
impact of these portrayals. Owing to the popularity of Anak Metropolitan as discussed in the 
previous chapter, it was thus unsurprising that all of the informants were aware of the show, 
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and had watched at least one season, with some even remembering that they had caught all 
3 seasons while growing up. In fact, two of the informants, Ella and Farah also kept up with 
the show consistently, choosing to watch it online when they had missed the earlier 
broadcast on television.  
Oftentimes, when the issue of the media was brought up, a number of the informants 
stressed that the portrayal was exaggerated, or did not fit into their memory of what 
happened as the reporters did not interview them prior to the publication of the articles or the 
screening of the TV programmes. Rather than view contradiction between the narratives of 
the informant with the narratives of the media as a disadvantage, using critical ethnography 
and cultural criminology, these differences became an advantage. The contrast in narratives 
allowed me to reflect on the meaning of representation, and how the informant’s narration of 
the sequence of events differed from what the media highlighted as central or as important 
to the story. As critical ethnography “reflects deeper truths than the need for verifiable facts 
and information” and calls upon “the complex realms of individual subjectivity, memory, 
yearnings, polemics and hope” (Madison, 2005, p. 9), the informants’ narration allowed me 
to look at the same event from an entirely different perspective. Hence, I moved from the 
need to determine which was the “truth’, and instead strove to understand how and why the 
informants choose to conceptualize their experiences in a particular manner in opposition to 
the narrative provided by the media. 
A common theme that arose out of the discussion on the media was the impact of 
exaggeration by the media- while a number of the informants acknowledged that Anak 
Metropolitan did have some similarities to aspects of their everyday lives, many of the 
informants felt that owing to the nature of the programme, exaggeration was employed in 
order to make the show more appealing to its audience: 
Ali: But it’s just that parts of it they exaggerate ah...We don’t talk like that, we talk 
like normal people what [laughs]. I mean it’s stupid what to talk like that. [Referring 
to his brother, and whether he used lu gua, the form of I and you used among the 
gangsters in Anak Metropolitan ] They talk kau aku (you me). Just normal, normal 




This element of exaggeration was also brought up in Farah’s narration, as her case had 
caught national attention and appeared in a number of news outlets. However, the most 
significant of these was when she watched a dramatic re-enactment of the situation through 
a local crime documentary that featured selected case files which were dramatized as a 30 
minute show on TV. When asked how she felt while watching the show, Farah narrates: 
F: I also felt angry, because what exactly they act, was like, totally different. Like my 
sister said, when we watch other people’s acting, like you know they exaggerate all 
these things, as it was totally different..., maybe that case was really about us, some 
parts are truelah, like some parts are true but there are parts where, they 
exaggerated things. 
 
Farah goes on to describe how significant details from her memory of the incidents differed 
from the media portrayal of the events. This led to frustration on her part, particularly when 
she had to watch what was a complicated issue being dramatized into what she felt was an 
unfair portrayal. She also remembers receiving odd looks and glances from neighbours while 
returning to her old neighbourhood as a result of this extensive media coverage, and feeling 
uncomfortable because of the attention. 
Ali, who lives in a rented flat at a neighbourhood housing many low income families, also 
discussed the negative impact that Anak Metropolitan had on the children in his housing 
estate: 
A: In fact when they show it like this [referring to Anak Metropolitan], we are actually 
more influenced to do it. It’s like, when small kids watch this, drugs and everything, 
what is it like? Then they will go, people will go wah what is this? I want to try ah! 
Right? I heard a few stories about this and that ah. 
H: From where? 
A: The same neighbourhood.  
 
As such, it is evident that the media had a significant impact on the socialization processes 
undergone by the informants. These youths were not merely passive consumers of the 
media, but made observations on its relation to their everyday lives. In the next section, the 
parallels drawn between these media representations and their awareness of stereotypes 





Race, ethnicity and the awareness of stereotypes 
In discussing the stereotypes as played out in the media, my sessions with the informants 
also highlighted their awareness of stereotypes related to their position as a minority in 
Singapore. Relating upon what she has read in the newspapers on “delinquent” Malay youth 
and from her active viewership of Anak Metropolitan with her experience in prison, Ella 
draws the parallels between these two experiences: 
E: [Referring to the coverage of Malay gangs in Berita Harian] But majority of these 
cases involve Malay ah, most of them are Malay gangs...you look at the hostels 
majority of them are Malay, and then the prisons are filled with mostly Malays... 
H: but you went to a Home for Malay girls, so wouldn’t you have seen only Malays 
then? 
E: Ah no but I hear stories. Majority of them are Malay, those in the prisons, remand 
they are mostly Malays, RTC [Reformative Training Centre, a separate compound at 
Changi Prison]...many who are sentenced are Malays, many who are on remand are 
also Malays, RTC also has a lot of Malays, drug case has even more Malays. When I 
go the yard... [while in prison], most of them are Malay ah. Wow so many Malays! I 
did think of why most of this crime happen, involve Malays ah. But until now, I don’t 
have the answer. There so many Malays in prison, like for me, why all these crimes, 
have to involve Malays why not Chinese, Indians?  
 
Here, we can observe the way Ella has correlated the image of what she has seen in the 
media with her observation of the number of Malays in prison or hostels. When asked 
whether her experience at a Home which only took in Malays might have affected her 
perception of the number of Malays who are serving sentences, Ella was quick to insist that 
this perception is corroborated by her own observations.  The persistence of this belief 
points towards the effectiveness of cultural deficiency in providing an explanation for the 
phenomenon that was observed by the informants. Faced with what she sees as the 
insurmountable evidence of the number of Malays in prison, and being unable to make 
sense of the situation, Ella falls back onto ethnicity, or Malayness as a relevant category in 
understanding the issue. Rather than consider other possibilities such as class, the frame of 
reference through which she views the situation is that of ethnicity, particularly in parallel to 
her consumption of the Malay media that has set the situation up within a fixed narrative.   
In contrast, Ali, despite having made the same observation as Ella while in the Boys Home, 
presents an alternative perspective: 
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A: I mean, I don’t know, I felt like I personally thought so too. There are more Malay 
kids who are bad than... [laughs]. Ah you can say that I say that ah, like everywhere 
you go there are more [Malays] ah. Then through these stereo, stereotypes right 
confirm other races look at us like we are the most, we are the most jialat (Hokkien 
term, meaning being in trouble).  
H: What do you think of that stereotype? 
A:I think it’s bullshit ah...you can seelah although it is factslah, yes that is facts but 
then you cannot say like, when you see another Malay with tattoos, or maybe is in 
the system you cannot say like he’s definitely like this, XYZ, confirm he will go into 
prison. Confirm earn a place inside, you cannot say like that what. Even though there 
are Chinese inside but the fact is that there are not as many Chinese inside as much 
as Malays. That’s a fact. But then, the stereotype is just an opinion it’s not a fact.  
 
From these two contrasting narratives, we can see that both Ella and Ali are trying to 
reconcile what they have observed from their time in the institutions with their attempt at 
explaining why there are more Malays in the system as compared to the other ethnic groups. 
In trying to explain this observation, ethnicity became the default category, which suggests 
the effect of stereotypes and a belief in cultural deficiency which shapes an individual’s 
perception and observation of his community. However, while Ella laments the 
overrepresentation of Malays within these institutions, Ali demonstrates an awareness of the 
impact of stereotypes in conditioning behaviour or perception towards individuals who are 
seen as delinquent, or possessing delinquent qualities.  
In discussing socialization processes, this chapter has covered aspects of family life, friends, 
consumption and response to the media, and their awareness of race, ethnicity and its 
relation to stereotypes. Due to the diversity that is inherent within these 6 examples, it is 
clear that stereotypes are an ineffective way of capturing the complexities of the lived 
realities experienced by these Malay youths.  In the next chapter, we shift our focus from 
socialization to the institutions that these youths have come into contact with in order to get a 
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In this chapter, I shift the focus to the experiences of the 6 Malay youths in 3 main categories 
of institutions, and the reactions of these youths within these various encounters. These 
three categories consist of 1) school, 2) interaction with the police and the court or justice 
system and 3) their experiences while in the prison or in various Homes. Finally, the 
transition or preparation for life outside of the Home and its relation to their dreams and 
aspirations will also be discussed. During the interview sessions, the informants were asked 
to narrate their experiences while going through these institutions and to share their thoughts 
and feelings throughout the entire process. 
In attempting to understand the totality of their experiences, the interviews did not focus on 
the nature of the offences committed and its details. Rather, the sessions revolved around 
understanding their life experiences prior to and after the offence itself.  While 
acknowledging that a crime had been committed in the eyes of the law, it was however 
considered as one of the many processes that the informants went through in the course of 
their life history. This allowed for the sessions to move beyond focusing on the offence to 
what the informants felt and experienced while going through the various institutions prior to 
and after the offence.   
The schooling years: going to, staying in, dropping out and/or re-enrolling in school 
School was chosen as a category of inquiry as all the informants had undergone or were 
undergoing some form of schooling or another prior to and after their arrests. Various stages 
of schooling, from kindergarten all the way to tertiary education were explored. As discussed 
in Chapter 4, the “delinquent” youth portrayed in Anak Metropolitan were often juxtaposed 
with diligent school going youth, and both groups were constantly depicted as being in 
opposition to each other. The supposed lack of interest in school shown by “delinquent” 
Malay youths was also highlighted as one of the reasons behind their involvement in 
delinquent activities. When interacting with the “good kids”, the “delinquent” youths were 
portrayed as either trying to get the “good” kids out of school and to join their delinquent 
activities, or as putting themselves down in relation to these good, school-going youths. 
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Majority of the “delinquent” youth were also usually shown as uneducated and facing 
difficulties in their life as they did not possess any useful credentials, thus leaving them with 
poor options while trying to “reform”.  This inability to secure a good job thus drove them 
back to their prior delinquent activities as they could not find a better alternative to their 
current wretched existence. 
When compared with the lives of the informants however, the picture is clearly more 
complex than the situations depicted in Anak Metropolitan. Out of the 6 interviewed, 5 were 
currently in school and 1 had just completed her education in an Institute of Technical 
Education (ITE) and was in the process of applying for a private diploma programme. Out of 
the 6, 4 had dropped out of school when they were arrested, but had subsequently re-
enrolled in a school prior to or after their admission into a Home. All of the informants 
interviewed came from the Normal Academic or Normal Technical Stream35 while in 
secondary school. These streams were considered as the weaker streams in opposition to 
the Express streams in a mainstream Singaporean school. Ali described the stereotypical 
conception of Normal Academic or Normal Technical students in opposition to the Express 
students in his school as such: 
A: ...secondary school life is like very stereotypical. Express can only mingle with 
Express people. Normal Acad and Normal Tech together, can mingle together. Even 
though I’m in Express stream but I act like a Normal Acad or a Normal Tech 
student...Usually the stereo-, usually the Normal Acad or Normal Tech students are 
the bad ones what, so then I’m in Express but I’m like the bad one there.  
 
This stereotype of Normal stream students, along with the trouble that they got into while in 
school made the schooling experience difficult for both Badrul and Dewi. Growing up with 4 
brothers, Badrul was used to a rough form of teasing, and would frequently behave violently 
                                                          
35
 Within the mainstream secondary schools in Singapore, which are typically attended between the ages of 
12-16, majority of the schools are divided into 3 main streams; Express, Normal Academic and Normal 
Technical. Those in the Express stream sit for the O level examinations (nation-wide standardized examinations 
for Express and selected Normal Academic students) after 4 years of schooling, whereas those in the Normal 
Academic stream are given the chance to sit for the O levels if they perform well for the N Level Examinations 
(nation-wide standardized examinations for Normal Technical and Normal Academic students).Those in the 
Normal Technical stream are often seen as the least academically inclined among the 3 streams, and will sit for 
the N Levels at the end of 4 years of schooling.  
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with his classmates as a form of a playing around or joking. Due to the frequency of this 
perceived misbehaviour by his teachers, the school also once called the police on him as 
they suspected him of drug use, and Badrul narrated the incident which still angers him to 
this day: 
B: Then the police caught me outside school. Then they asked me to walk straight. I 
was actually normal, but the police brought me back to school, they said they were 
going to test my urine, I said to all the teachers if you want to take, take I don’t care. I 
said I didn’t take it so why should I be scared? You want to take, take. But I told 
them, you all know my behaviour, I’m naughty. And then, they didn’t take it.  
The incident left an impact on Badrul as he realized the extent to which his school could go 
to in suspecting him of misbehaviour. Combined with the past offences committed in the 
school, Badrul was finally suspended from school for 3 months. He was also forced to sit for 
his N level examinations in a separate room from the rest of his schoolmates, and received 
his examination results separately from the rest of his cohort.  As for Dewi, the negative 
reputation that she was frequently associated with in school contributed to the offence that 
she committed.  She got into a fight with her schoolmates over her perceived “gangsterism”, 
or behaving like a gangster. The experience of being handcuffed in school due to the 
incident caused her to drop out of school and led to her refusal to return to the school due to 
the embarrassment faced. 
However, despite these negative encounters, all of the informants had complex and varied 
stories when it came to their schooling experiences. In fact, some of the informants spoke 
about how their school saved them, or provided a welcome alternative to the monotony of 
life in the Homes.  Ali, who had previously admitted to having a negative attitude to school, 
especially when he dropped from the Express to the Normal Academic stream in Secondary 
3, described his schooling experience as being in 3 main stages: before he became “bad”, 
after he became “bad”, and after his arrest. Prior to his arrest, he had a nonchalant attitude 
towards school, and only came to school in order to assert his dominance: 
A: Sec 3 I really got it ah. I was at the top of my game. I treated the school as if it was 
my second house.  If I don’t want to come, I don’t come, if I want to go home I go 
home, as I wish. [Later]...even if it’s only half an hour, end of every subject I must 
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have a smoke [smoking] break. I declare myself one...major offences is like...skipping 
school, truancy, skipping classlah, fighting, smoking. 
However, his attitude towards school began to change after being barred from attending 
school for 4 months while he was institutionalized: 
A: Then at that time, I was already going to sit for my N Level...so I started thinking 
oh my god, want to sit for N Level then I never go school...then that point in time I 
take the opportunity to everyday stay back in schoollah. So it’s like, if you stay back, 
if you are outside for a longer time, like outside of the Home or Hostel right, then the 
time like fly faster ah. ...so I asked my teacher, if there are any classes, put me in ah! 
I want to go I want to go. 
Similarly, Gani also described how his discipline master and his school were eager to take 
him back to resume his schooling despite the offence committed during the school holidays. 
While in court, Gani saw his school’s support for him, and he attributed his lighter probation 
sentence to their support. When asked about who his favourite teacher was, Gani 
elaborates: 
G: Discipline master...he helped me a lot ah, how to say, really helped me, and he’s 
really great, supportive. The punishment is not so heavy, they are supportive. 
Support me, support all the other Home kids, for us to succeed.  
Hazirah (H): What did they say? 
G: They said, they are ready to take me back. [Later, while discussing his excitement 
to go back to school and his encouraging teacher who is also his sepak takraw36 
coach] My coach, then he said he wants me to faster come back to school and teach 
the juniors...coach wants me to come back to school quickly.  
Gani’s enthusiasm to return to school, and his belief that his school was committed towards 
supporting his success allowed him to look beyond his present circumstances and gave him 
something to look forward to during his confinement in the hostel. During his previous 
conviction, where he was institutionalized in a different Home, Gani was not given the 
chance to go back to school, and he had described how his sentence had felt very long and 
drawn out. Being given the chance to go back to school became very precious to Gani. 
When he had to receive punishment for an offence committed in the Home, he expressed 
relief that he was only not allowed to go back home for 2 weekends rather than not being 
permitted to go to school.  
                                                          
36
 A sports Co-Curricular Activity (CCA) in Gani’s school. 
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The support rendered by her school also allowed Ella to resume and complete her education 
after dropping out of her previous ITE course due to a lack of interest. Ella described the 
efforts of her school at getting her to come back as quickly as possible despite the 
administrative hurdles posed by the Home: 
E: Then, my teacher like fought for me, he spoke, begged [the Home] to let me go to 
school earlier. If not, when I first entered [the Home], 1 month 2 months then I can go 
to school, but me, after a few weeks I could go to school already..., my Class 
Advisor, he’s great, he’s very nice...my Section Head also called [the Home], he said 
if they don’t let me go to school he will expel me from the school.  
Ella goes on to explain that the dedication shown by her teacher, who only asked for her 
100% attendance as a form of repayment for his help, became a form of inspiration for her to 
complete her course with due diligence.  This contrasts with the images frequently depicted 
in the media, which shows “delinquent” Malay youths as being too far gone to assimilate 
back within a school setting. Ella would not only go on to complete her course, she also 
began to play a more active role in school by taking up a leadership position. 
Even for the informants who frequently got into trouble in school, individuals within the 
different school settings also provided an avenue for them to succeed despite their trying 
circumstances. Despite adjusting well to school, Ali narrated an incident where he lost his 
temper and smashed a glass notice board in his school due to the multiple stressors that he 
was facing at home. While he had expected to get into trouble because of this act, Ali’s 
principal showed a great amount of compassion to his situation, and reacted in an entirely 
unexpected manner: 
A: Then my principal actually came out...my first impression was fuck, I mean he’s 
like going to lecture me and I’m going to like get kicked out of schoollah. Cause he 
said if I take you back, if you do at least one, one minor thing I’ll kick you off. That’s 
the agreement ah....Then he actually cleaned it (his hand, which was bleeding), then 
he said come into my office. Then he actually gave me 100 bucks to go to the doctor 
by my ownself. Then I go to the doctor with the 100 buckslah that he like 
personallylah take out from his wallet. So then I felt like in debt. He didn’t seek for 
any compensation or anything. ..For O Levels37, my hand hurt and I couldn’t write. 
Wah they actually gave me extra time you know. They wrote in to MOE38, prelim39 
right, gave me extra time and everything. 
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O Level Examinations 
38
 Ministry of Education 
39
 Preliminary examinations, taken before the actual O Level Examinations 
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This sense of empathy shown by Ali’s principal certainly differed from his previous 
unforgiving experiences within the school setting. Hence, within the school institution, 
exceptions were shown by individuals who recognized the difficulties faced by the 
informants. Similarly, Badrul , who was suspended from school for 3 months, also had a 
form teacher who went the extra mile to ensure that he could sit for his N Level 
examinations. She continuously checked on his well-being during his suspension, and 
passed along notes and worksheets for him through his classmates. Prevented from 
teaching him directly outside the school by the principal, she went to his block of flats and 
taught him privately at the void deck a few days before the N levels. Badrul also recalled that 
she had paid for his N Level examinations fees first out of her own pocket. Her dedication 
finally paid off when Badrul passed his N Levels, much to the surprise of everyone, including 
his Vice-Principal who had earlier predicted that he would not be able to do so when he 
received his suspension.  
In portraying parents’ involvement in the education of their children, Anak Metropolitan  
frequently highlighted the behaviour of these parents as unsupportive or negligent towards 
their children’s schooling needs. In Anak Metropolitan 3, Hakim’s father was shown as 
having a negative attitude towards his daughters’ education, leading one of them to voice 
out her intention of quitting school to begin working. In one of the scenes, his father also 
stole the money that Hakim had given to one of his sisters for their schooling needs. In my 
interviews however, this image of the negligent parent was contradicted by the experiences 
of my informants. All of the informants’ parents sent all of their children to school. In the case 
of both Dewi and Farah, their parents continuously urged them to go to school after they had 
dropped out, frequently waking them up in the morning and urging them to get ready for 
school. However, both girls had asserted their unwillingness to go, and despite the repeated 
reminders, insisted on skipping school by going right back to sleep.  
Badrul’s mother also sacrificed her family’s financial betterment in order to take care of him 
when he started misbehaving in school. As discussed in the previous chapter, Badrul’s 
family faced financial difficulties when he was growing up due to his large family size. 
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However, when she started receiving calls from his school about his misbehaviour, his 
mother quit her job and stayed at home to ensure that he stayed out of trouble. Many of the 
informants’ parents, despite working hard to try and make ends meet for their families, also 
had to frequently go down to the schools in order to meet the teachers when their children 
were apprehended for misbehaving. When asked whether his parents were ever called to 
school, Badrul explained that his mother came down so frequently that the school guards 
began to recognize her. While he was in the Home, Badrul’s mother also persuaded him to 
enrol once again in school as he had earlier dropped out of school due to disinterest. Out of 
respect to his mother, Badrul deferred to her wishes and told her that she could enrol him in 
any course.  She enrolled him in a course at another ITE, and he is now going to school 
frequently and on his way towards completing the course.   
Similarly, while she was on the run from the police for a period of 6 months, Ella’s mother 
had endeavoured to enrol her again in school despite the dangers involved due to her 
status. Ella narrated the whole experience as such: 
E: My mother said to me ah, don’t you think of continuing school? So I decided to 
take the course...there was like (on the application form) it said, have you been 
charged at court or something like that, I said no.  
H: Didn’t they check? 
E: It was ok also, but that time my mother was the one who sent me to school, my 
mother signed all the forms for me. My mother bought my uniform for me, but she 
was also quite scared, she said, you’re on warrant arrest, what if...? But I said to my 
mother, it’s fine, it doesn’t matter. Then I went to school as per normal, they did not 
arrest me, they did not come to my school but my mother was still worried.  
Contrary to the images of negligent parents, both Badrul’s and Ella’s mother convinced their 
children to go back to school, and in the case of Ella’s mother, at great personal risk to 
herself. In the case of Badrul’s mother, she even sacrificed her ability to earn money in order 
to ensure that her son remained in school. The diversity of the informants’ experiences while 
in school thus negates the antagonistic image to school prevalent throughout all three 





On getting arrested, going to court and facing the judge 
In this section of the interviews, the experiences of the youths in my study prior to the arrest, 
during the arrest and while going to court were explored. Their recollection of going through 
the justice system and interactions with the police are also discussed.  The informants also 
recounted their experiences while in the lock up, and were encouraged to draw out the 
layout of the prison or the lock up in order to aid in their narration of the experience. 
 In opposition to the dramatic chase scenes frequently seen on television between the 
“delinquent” Malay youths and the police, 3 of the informants actually surrendered 
themselves to the police for various reasons, particularly with the advice and support of their 
parents. Ali, upon hearing that the police was looking for him, told his mother not to worry 
and chose to leave the house before surrendering himself at the police station so that his 
mother did not have to witness his arrest. Despite successfully evading the police through a 
long chase after the crime was committed, Ali decided to surrender himself to the police 
station after weighing his options and receiving a call from his mother who questioned him 
on why the police was looking for him. Badrul, who also managed to evade capture directly 
after the crime, chose to return home despite escaping with friends who tried to convince 
him to remain on the run together. Upon receiving a call from the police, Badrul described 
his return home as such:  
B: That night, my mother kept crying, she asked me to return home, I said no ah 
when it’s time I will return home. Then she started getting hysterical, and when she 
did so I became scared, scared that something will happen to her...what if something 
happens to her, I don’t know right, what if she faints? So I turned back home. I said to 
the police, I turned back not because I’m scared of all of you, I said I turned back 
because of my mother. Then I said to them, you don’t need to handcuff me, I know 
how to get into the car myself [laughs].  
As discussed in the previous chapter, Badrul has a very close relationship with his mother, 
and despite considering going on the run with his friends, he ultimately decided to surrender 
himself due to his concern over his mother’s condition. Similarly, Ella described how she 
calmly went to the police station to surrender herself after being on the run from the police 
for 6 months. In fact, she was even sent there by her parents: 
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E:  Then February I surrendered myself at Cantonment40. Actually I wasn’t ready to 
surrender, then my parents ask me to surrender ah. Then my mother said, you 
surrender earlier, your case will finish earlier and so, then I thought about it back, I 
really pity my parents. So I just surrendered. Self-surrender. My parents sent me.  
Parents were also frequently called to bail their children out of the lock up after their arrest 
and prior to their court hearing dates.  In order to bail their children, nearly all of the 
informant’s parents had to come down immediately to the police stations and sign a bond 
amounting to thousands of dollars. Gani admitted that despite knowing about his mother’s 
liability for the payment of the bond in the event that he runs away, he made the decision to 
go on the run for a period of 6 months, thus putting his mother at risk of having to pay the 
bond amount. Despite this, when he was finally caught again, his mother attended all of his 
court sessions, and continued to visit him in the Home upon sentencing. 
In between their periods of remand, detention orders and final sentence, the informants’ 
parents were also very heavily involved in the care of their children. Badrul’s mother, despite 
living far away from Changi Prison, made it a point to visit him thrice a week without fail. 
According to Badrul, these visits played a part during his final sentencing as his parents’ 
concern was taken as a factor of consideration when the judge sentenced him to the hostel 
and not to the Reformative Training Centre (RTC). In assessing him during his remand at 
Changi Prison, both officers from the probation unit and the RTC had recommended him for 
both institutions, and Badrul credited his mother’s constant visits as a push factor in allowing 
him to receive the lighter sentence. A stay in the hostel would allow him to resume 
schooling, whereas serving time at the RTC, only a step below prison, would have cut off all 
contact with the outside world and made going to school in a regular institution impossible 
for him. 
Moreover, for all of the informants, being sentenced under the justice system turned out to 
be a long and drawn out process. Multiple sessions and postponements of court dates were 
a common occurrence, and each informant described their process of finally getting 
sentenced as being convoluted. This was especially true for informants who were tried at the 
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 Cantonment Police Headquarters. 
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Juvenile Court as both their parents, or the one who had custody, had to be present at every 
court session. No fewer than 5 court sessions were recorded for each informant, and some 
had their cases dragged out for a year. The option of hiring a lawyer was also not exercised 
for majority of the informants, due to their low socioeconomic background and lack of 
knowledge with regards to legal representation. With the exception of Farah, none of the 
informants had a lawyer and all chose to plead guilty in favour of reduced sentences for fear 
of losing the case and feeling the full brunt of the law.  In fact, Farah only managed to secure 
a lawyer due to the efforts of her future brother-in-law, who had to ask his own family for help 
in order to raise the $10 000 deposit. Both Ali and Badrul’s accomplices, friends who were 
involved in the same case as them, did hire lawyers. Their friends’ sentences ended up 
being much lighter than theirs, and this lack of access to a lawyer had a significant impact in 
the differences between their sentences.  
Unfortunately for Dewi, her situation was worsened as her victim was a lawyer’s daughter. 
She described how her case was KIV, or kept in view, for up to a year. Just when she was 
about to forget all about the incident, she received a call from her Investigation Officer (IO, 
the police officer in charge of investigating the case) who then informed her of the need to 
come down to the police station: 
D: When I was 16 then they reopened my case. They closed the case, but I hit a 
lawyer’s daughter. Then she wasn’t satisfied, not satisfied, then they waited until next 
year April, when I was 16, then they called me. I was shocked, I was lying down, on 
the sofa. I don’t know, as far as I know the case was closed, but the lawyer reopened 
it. Her mother reopened it.  
 
Hence, class was a factor in the sentencing process undergone by a number of the 
informants, either through their inability to afford a lawyer, or the lack of access to 
information about what to do in such a serious situation. When charged with their crimes, 
most of the informants reported feeling scared and unsure of what to do, and went through 
the court process completely numb. When asked about their feelings while facing the judge, 
majority of the informants reported feeling confused and unable to understand the 
proceedings entirely, despite the presence of an interpreter. Both Ali and Farah also recalled 
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how disoriented they were throughout the whole process, and recounted the experience of 
getting scolded by the judge during their final court sessions: 
A: I didn’t pay attention ah I mean it was, too high, like I didn’t really understand what 
was going on. I only understood when they asked me, guilty? Ah guilty....Oh the last 
session, I was scolded, I was scolded! The situation is different what, it’s like a 
stranger and that stranger is supposed to be very high-ranking from everybody else 
in the room right? Then the way he talked, like with big words like that. 
D: Angry! He asked me questions, but I kept quiet, I didn’t talk. He shouted and I 
ignored him. [Recalling the words of the judge]: “I’m asking you! You better look at 
me!” I just ignored him. 
Hence, facing the judge was an unfamiliar process which struck fear into their hearts or led 
to their ambivalence, as in the case of Dewi. The formality of the court sessions and the 
stern demeanour of the judges also contributed to a sense of unease felt by the informants. 
For 3 of the informants, their parents and family members were called for a family 
conference session, or mediation between them and the victim, or the parents of the victim 
during the court proceedings. In the case of Gani, who has been convicted twice, his first 
family conference which involved his parents and grandparents was a very emotional affair. 
All his family members and himself ended up crying. Ali was also forced to meet with the 
parents of his victim, despite the fact that his victim had refused to meet him. However, the 
most significant mediation session was between Badrul and his victim. He had initially 
refused to meet her, but changed his mind during a later court session: 
B:  The sad thing is, the bag that I took, was her mother’s, late mother’s bag. Isn’t 
that sad? When I heard it I was like...because just now at court, she said to the police 
that she wanted to talk to me. She said she forgave me. But I didn’t want to talk to 
her because I was embarrassed. Then she told me she has forgiven me, hopefully I 
will change ah. I told her ok. 
Having to meet their victims or even the parents of their victims was a very uncomfortable 
situation for both Ali and Badrul. In the case of Ali, he felt angry as in addition to being 
sentenced, he had to endure being chastised by his victim’s father. In the case of Badrul, his 
remorse at throwing away the handbag belonging to his victim’s late mother can be 
understood in the context of his own close relationship with his mother. This close 
relationship was observed throughout the multiple sessions with Badrul, where he frequently 
discussed his mother and the role she played in his life.  
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Transitioning to life in prison or Home: loss of freedom and time for reflection 
Adjusting to life within the prison or Home setting was not an easy process for all of the 
informants. In fact, 1 of the informants had initially ran away from the Home, only to be 
caught once again by the police and brought back to the same Home. Subsequently, her 
relationship with the staff in the Home became very negative, and this strained relationship 
was observable during my multiple sessions with her. While I tried my very best to not be 
involved in the conflict, the situation was so tense that I occasionally felt uncomfortable 
during the interviews as the Home administrators constantly interrupted our sessions. This 
caused greater resentment in my informant as she saw them as meddling in her affairs. 
Despite the interruptions, I either told her to ignore the incident entirely or brushed it off as 
nothing and resumed the last thread of her narration prior to the disturbance. 
Loss of freedom was frequently cited as one of the most significant aspects of transitioning 
to life in the Home by all the informants. Whether it was having to report back to the Home 
by a certain time, having their movements constantly logged into a movement book or even 
having to ask permission for simple acts like going to the toilet, the informants frequently felt 
trapped and monitored. Life in the Homes was also highly regimented, with a fixed schedule 
that they had to adhere to. For those who did not get an opportunity to go to school or to 
work, being stuck in the Home for 24 hours and 7 days a week proved to be unbearable, and 
consequently, all of the informants went to work or enrolled back in school in order to make 
time pass more quickly. 
During their confinement in the Homes, many of the informants’ families also went to great 
lengths to conceal their absence from extended family members. In particular, Ali and 
Badrul’s family members took extra care in ensuring that their grandmothers did not find out 
about their stay in the hostels: 
A:  Ah so then my mum say, he went to do community servicelah, he’s out, he just 
went out with friends or I just go camp. Just like that. So then my grandmother 
believe because every weekend I go see my grandmother. Just show I’m there. Then 
when I first came out my head was shaved right, then, (she asked) why is your hair 
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shaved? Hotlah grandma...yes most of my relatives don’t know, a lot of them don’t 
know.  
B:  Even my grandmother didn’t know that I was inside (the hostel). Pretend ah, when 
my grandmother sleeps over at my house, like every weekend, she will say, where 
am I (referring to himself). Then my brother will pretend to call, pretend like I’m 
working, eh you don’t know how to go home ah, grandmother is at home, he’s like 
acting, but actually he’s talking to himself. When I'm actually at CPC41 [laughs].  
Many of the informant’s parents thus tried to conceal their stay in the Hostels as best as they 
could, even coming up with excuses to explain their absence in order to ensure that their 
institutionalization was not discovered. 
 Within the Homes themselves, the informants also faced a multitude of challenges, due to 
the conflict among the residents. At least 3 of the informants had gotten into fights while 
inside the Homes, and were subsequently punished for it. This included getting their head 
shaved, getting locked up in the mini-cell, or not being allowed to return home on the 
weekends. Also, during his brief stint of working while in the Home, Badrul also mentioned 
the occurrence of exploitation of labour. In addition to being paid below market rates for 
working in industries such as cleaning and logistics, Badrul also explained that tight control 
was maintained over their earnings, and they could only withdraw a minimal fixed sum of 
money from the Home administrators. While this was to prevent the funds from being used 
for unnecessary means, it also posed some problems, as described below: 
B: ...but they hold on to it (the money), they are worried we will buy nonsensical 
things, that’s what they said ah. But sometimes some of the people, they are not 
financially well-off, like they want to give their parents money, but they are not 
allowed to do so ah. 
In contrast to the images of openly defiant youth who were proud of their incarceration as 
seen in Anak Metropolitan, majority of the informants downplayed their status and were even 
embarrassed by it, as seen by the actions of Ali and Dewi. Ali, whose offence was 
considered as very serious when compared to the offences committed by the other residents 
in the Home, chose to lie to newcomers instead when asked about his offence: 
A: So then when I was new there, I told them the truth because we want to build a 
relationship based on trust what, like honesty and everything. As time went by, you 
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get annoyed ah new people come in, you what case, I’m like people ask you what 
case? I steal. Oh what you steal? Kit Kat [laughs].  
When word got around that she was a resident in a Home among her classmates, Dewi also 
tried to downplay the situation and adopted a different persona while in school. Describing 
herself as loud and aggressive, Dewi consciously chose to hide this persona, and ignored 
those who tried to speak to her about the situation. Describing an awkward encounter with 
one of her classmates, Dewi mimics the stranger who approached her as such: 
D: [Recounting the conversation with the stranger, imitating the stranger] Hi, Dewi? 
Why? How did you know? I heard you are at [the name of the Home]. Ah yah. How 
did you know? Rumours ah. I said, eh? Don’t be a busybody. Then I walked away...at 
the [new school] I don’t really show it, I'm just like, quiet. Like I don’t tell people, I hit 
someone, I'm in [the Home] you know! I don’t tell them what the case is.  
This reticence is in sharp contrast to the characters portrayed in Anak Metropolitan, who 
viewed their incarceration as a badge of honour, and used it to boost their reputation. 
With their institutionalization, all of the informants were also assigned to a probation officer  
(PO) within the Ministry of Social and Family Development (MSF) who took charge of their 
case and tracked their progress in serving out their sentence. For a number of the 
informants, it was ironic that getting arrested turned out to have positive outcomes for them 
as their probation officers provided access to resources which they could not previously tap 
into on account of their socioeconomic status and lack of access to information or 
opportunities. In the case of Ali, getting arrested gave him a sense of direction in life as his 
hostel director had personally chosen to mentor him and had extensive daily conversations 
with him about his future aspirations. This led to his current goal of becoming a counsellor or 
youth worker and working with troubled youth. His probation officer, upon hearing about this, 
got him in touch with the relevant officer within the Vocational and Reintegration Unit (VRU) 
in MSF. They then provided him with a bursary to further his studies within a relevant field 
and he is now working towards a diploma in counselling. Another informant, Ella, was also in 




Access to a probation officer also allowed 2 of the informants to enrol back into more 
suitable schools that catered towards their talents and interests. Prior to their sentences, 
both Dewi and Farah had dropped out of school, for a year in Dewi’s case and for 2 years in 
Farah’s case. Upon discovering that Dewi liked to perform, her probation officer signed her 
up for a singing competition which she participated in and won. Dewi was offered a position 
at an arts training school after the competition, with the condition that she had to enrol back 
into a full time school before being allowed to join training. Due to her interest in the arts 
school, Dewi’s officer found a school for her to enrol back in, and she started working 
towards her N level examinations while being trained in the arts simultaneously. 
 In the case of Farah, being separated from her family for more than 2 years forced her to 
grow up and become more independent. Her probation officer found another school that was 
willing to take her in, and she did so well for her examinations at the end of her first year in 
the new school that she was promoted from the Normal Technical to the Normal Academic 
stream. As a result of her Community Service Order which was given to her as part of her 
sentence, Farah also realized that she enjoyed doing community work, and is now part of a 
Co-Curricular Activity (CCA) in her new school which focuses on volunteering activities. 
However, despite the fact that these officers provided access to more opportunities for the 
informants, it must be noted that the officers are also not free from the bias and prejudice 
harboured by some members of the community towards lower income and “dysfunctional” 
Malays as discussed in Chapter 4. Early on during my recruitment sessions, I had discussed 
the possibility of handing out forms to the parents of potential informants, only to have  a 
Malay officer remark that I would probably not get them back because, “you knowlah our 
people”. That simple statement carried within it a number of assumptions about the inability 
of Malays to conform to simple instructions, or to return back a form that was given to them 
due to their flippant attitude towards official matters. On another occasion, while attempting 
to link me up with another potential informant, another Malay officer remarked that he came 
from a middle class family, and because his parents were educated, they were thus easy to 
talk to. In presenting these examples, I am not suggesting that these officers harbour any 
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form of malicious intent towards their charges. Rather, the passing of such remarks denotes 
the existence of the belief in the cultural deficiency of working class Malays, or “delinquent 
families” among middle-class Malay professionals, who might unconsciously hold on to 
these assumptions in the course of their duties. 
Describing the prejudice that her officer harboured towards her after going on the run, Ella 
narrated the effort that her parents undertook in order to secure a lighter sentence for their 
daughter. Unable to gain the support of her probation officer for a stay in a Home, and in 
danger of having to return to the RTC, Ella’s father took the unconventional step of 
approaching the Member of Parliament (MP) in his constituency for help: 
E: Actually my PO didn’t want to give me a recommendation to continue probation, 
but then I think because I was still in school, my father appealed to the MP for 
withdrawal of charge, my father appealed to the MP ah then, after that the MP wrote 
a letter, and it was shown to the judge, and then he sentenced me to continue my 
probation at a hostel...ah my [PO], she wanted to send me to the RTC. 
As such, coming into contact with their probation officers, who were often from a different 
class background from them was a double-edged sword for the informants; while it allowed 
them access to opportunities which they might not have otherwise gotten, the officers also 
had their own set of beliefs and prejudices which might have an impact upon their attitudes 
towards these youths and their families42.  
Readjusting to life post-Home: becoming a free man/woman, and learning to dream 
again 
Having to adjust to life outside of the Home was not an easy process for a number of the 
informants. Both Ali and Badrul discussed the prejudice, or perceived prejudice that they had 
to face upon their arrest and after their release, and the ways it impacted upon their self-
esteem. Ali describes the whispering that he had to put up with in school upon his return 
immediately after his sentencing in court: 
                                                          
42
 These observations correspond with findings from my Honours Thesis on the production of a dominant 
discourse premised upon cultural deficiency among Malay youth workers with regards to Malay youths who 
are seen as delinquent or deviant. This dominant discourse is continuously reproduced and sustained among 
these youth workers and the Malay media. For more, refer to Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad (2011) “Living the 
lives of Hanyut…”: The social construction of Malay youth delinquency in Singapore.  
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A: ...then they looked at me in a particular way. Like they don’t see you in school then 
suddenly they see you with your head shaved. I know they talk, but I don’t really 
care. As long as I don’t know, and they are not talking in front of me. It just, spread 
spread spread. I mean sometimes you can see what I walk, then when people see 
me they walk in another direction. Then I walk past (them), start whispering. Really! 
Then when I turn they immediately become silent, then I just pretend I don’t see it.  
While Ali claims to ignore these whisperings behind his back, one of these incidences would 
finally become the catalyst to his notice board smashing incident, described earlier in the 
chapter. This suggests that the rumour-mongering affected him on a deeper level than 
initially professed, especially when rumours started to spread that he had harmed 7 people, 
when his victim was only 1 person.  Badrul, while on home leave, also felt that he was 
frequently viewed with paranoia and suspicion, especially around his neighbourhood: 
B: Now right, when I walk behind people, the people are like scared of me, I also feel 
like, I recall the incident, like what? Am I that bad? Is my face that bad? Everywhere 
ah, like I’m behind them, then they will pull their bag to the front, so irritating! When 
I’m not thinking about doing it, they do this to me...like, when I'm in the lift ah, they 
will pull their bag, steal glances towards me at the back.  
These examples demonstrate the enduring effect of stereotypes on the informants, 
particularly after their sentencing. While I discussed the possibility of heightened awareness 
on their part due to their institutionalization, for them, these incidences formed part of their 
lived realities, and whether it was real or existed solely in their minds, it continues to leave a 
significant impact on how they perceived themselves and those around them. 
In contrast to the images of aimless Malay youths seen in Anak Metropolitan, all of the 
informants had concrete dreams and aspirations which they were working towards, even 
while being institutionalized in the Homes. As discussed in the previous section, Ali in 
particular had clearly defined goals and had even outlined the steps that he needed to take 
in order to ensure that he could achieve them, including his plans of going to university. This 
was of great importance to him, particularly with his realization that it would be up to him to 
take care of his eldest brother and his mother. He was already showing signs of working 
towards his goal of helping other youths by looking out for 2 of his cousins. Ali was paying 
extra attention to them as he could see that they are turning rebellious, just like himself and 
his own behaviour before the offence.  Taking them under his wing, he brings them along to 
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the mosque every Saturday to sell cooked food that his mother prepared in order to occupy 
their time and get them out of trouble. 
Despite their aspirations however, their circumstances outside of the Homes would also 
prove to be a challenge to some of the informants. Dewi and Gani, while having high 
aspirations for themselves, seemed to temper their dreams with acknowledgement of the 
realities of the lives: 
 D: my highest achievement I want to get is degree [laughs].Hah but it’s too far. 
 Hazirah (H): [Insistent tone] But it’s not that far!  
D: Yah but I was slow ah slow. It’s hard for me to catch things. If I want to think about 
this, I also haven’t even settle... 
H: Um I have a friend, a friend who went from N, O (level examinations), ITE, Poly 
(polytechnic) and now Uni (university)! 
D: No because from [her current school], I want to try going into ITE first. Then I 
slowly rise up ah. 
 
G: I just want to be a normal person. Go, get a job, not, not such a high place ah, like 
ok ok. Then can support my family ah...even if I don’t become a coach, I intend to, be 
in my father’s footsteps ah become a crane operator...see how, if I don’t fail, if not I 
would probably go to ITE also, I’m quite sure, definitely ITE. 
H: Why don’t you go to a poly? 
G: Isn’t it difficult? It’s difficult what! People say... 
H: Oklah! Just keep on pushing to N level, then O level, how you know? 
In the course of discussing their dreams and aspirations, I began to reflect on how my class 
background and my expectations began to have an impact on my perception of what the 
informants should dream for themselves. Despite their hesitation in dreaming bigger, and 
their acknowledgement of the difficulties that they will probably face in their lives, I began to 
despair when they could not look beyond their immediate surroundings and start aiming 
higher.  As these questions were asked at the very end of the interview sessions when I 
began to be more familiar with the informants, I realized that I had begun to assert my own 
understanding of what it means to be successful and what I wanted them to achieve onto 
their own aspirations. Reflecting back on the research process, I realized that in doing so, I 
had failed to take into account their background and lived realities, something that the 
informants were very aware of when charting their future directions in life.  
Furthermore, in reviewing the transcripts, I had also come to realize that I had unconsciously 
put a bias towards the schooling process, on account of my own upbringing and experience. 
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Looking back on the research process, I was glad for the socialization processes that were 
given greater coverage in the previous chapter, as this allowed me to look beyond the school 
setting in uncovering the lived realities of these youths. I came to realize that just because 
school was such an integral part of my life, it did not mean that this held true for the 
informants. Their formative years, some of which took place outside of school, did not 
parallel my experiences. However, it was something which I learnt to appreciate better while 
trying to understand their socialization processes among their family and friends. 
Recognizing this bias helped me to view the informants from a completely different angle, 
and in subsequent sessions, I moved away from school as the most important aspiration and 
came to appreciate their diverse aims in life. 
Additionally, while reviewing the data, I came across instances where I disagreed strongly 
with a few of the informants, particularly when it came to the degree of seriousness of the 
crime committed. In particular, this exchange with Badrul on the severity of his offence 
captures this tension succinctly: 
 H: [Referring to the offence] Was it serious? 
 B: I don’t know? Maybe to them? To us it wasn’t. 
H: Yeslah [laughs], to those who did it, you will always say it’s not serious. 
B: No ah, if you think about it it’s really not serious, like, where’s the seriousness? 
H: Eh the victim was probably traumatized. 
B: Is it? But it’s not like I punched her face or what! 
H: Yes! Emotional trauma! 
B: Oh like she will feel that someone is following her from the back is it? 
This disagreement during the course of the interview, though discussed in a light-hearted 
manner, made me reflect on Becker’s (1967)argument made in Whose Side are We On, 
where the researcher needs to ensure “that a belief to which we are especially sympathetic 
could be proved untrue” (p. 246). While I had, at this point in the research, established a 
comfortable rapport with Badrul, this moment during the research process made me realize 
that I was still open to the possibility of insistently disagreeing with him and maintaining my 
stand, despite having to do it in a light-hearted manner in order not to offend. Hence, in 
attempting to see the issue from his perspective, I realized that there remained a line which I 
did not cross during the research process. This further affirmed my belief that seeing things 
from an alternative perspective did not necessarily mean accepting everything told by the 
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informants, but retaining the critical perspective. At the same time, within this critical 
perspective, the researcher retains the ability to understand where each informant was 
coming from, and understand why they would describe certain issues from a particular 
viewpoint. 
This chapter has discussed in detail the experiences undergone by 6 Malay youths while in 
contact with 3 different categories of institutions: school, the police and justice system, and 
finally, the prison and/or Home. In charting their experiences while going through the 
institutions, I have demonstrated that their diverse experiences goes against the 
stereotypical portrayals seen in Anak Metropolitan , particularly in its depiction of the 
attitudes of “delinquent” Malay youth towards school, their defiance at going through the 
justice system, and their sense of pride at being institutionalized. The interviews also 
contradicted the images of these youths as being without dreams and aspirations, and as 




































In this concluding chapter, the findings presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, and its relation to 
the research objectives outlined in chapter 1 will be discussed. The chapter is divided into 
three interlinked categories: juxtaposing between fiction and reality in Anak Metropolitan  
and the lives of the Malay youths interviewed, the impact of alternative narratives in 
providing a shift in perspective, and uncovering the weaknesses of the belief in cultural 
deficiency through these narratives.  In doing so, I reiterate the argument on the need to look 
beyond stereotypes, how the data collected provides a counter to these stereotypes, and 
debunking the cultural deficiency thesis through the lived experiences of these 6 Malay 
youths. Finally, I discuss issues of reflexivity and propose avenues for further research.  
In exploring the research problem, I began from Chapter 1, where the dominance of 
narratives based on cultural deficiency in order to explain Malay youth delinquency, 
particularly narratives found in the Malay media, was problematized. In order to further 
address the research problem, I then highlighted the limitations of the current literature on 
Malay youths in Singapore, with a focus on the ineffectiveness of the subcultural approach 
or the study of youths in subgroups. Moving from the research problem to the research 
objective, I produced and applied an alternative methodology which aims to capture the 
voices of Malay youths who are categorized as delinquents in Chapter 3. By outlining the 
context of these stereotypical representations in Chapter 4, I then challenged the dominance 
of these stereotypical representations that are premised upon cultural deficiency through the 
development of alternative narratives. These alternative narratives, captured in Chapters 5 
and 6, revealed the complexities embedded within the lived realities of these Malay youths 
and represent a form of emancipation from the limitations imposed by the former dominant 
narratives. 
 In documenting the details of their lives, this study reveals the structural challenges which 
these youths and their families face, while providing a space for their voices to be heard. 
Ultimately, this thesis answers the question posed in Chapter 1 through the anecdote 
described when I found myself being mistaken as a “delinquent” Malay youth. Taking into 
account the silence that pervaded the lobby and which I observed during the initial counter, 
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this thesis has thus aimed to fill that silence with the voices of these Malay youths who are 
frequently labelled as delinquent. With the empirical data presented in Chapter 5 and 6, I 
have found that there is indeed space for voices of these youths to be heard beyond the 
stereotypes and images that they are frequently associated with.  These voices are very 
important in helping us to better understand the issues surrounding Malay youth delinquency 
and contest the stereotypical images that are used to depict Malay youth considered as 
delinquent.   
Of Anak Metropolitan and fiction versus reality 
In analyzing Anak Metropolitan, I have detailed the ways in which the popular TV show 
became a site for the contestation of meanings behind the representation of Malay youths 
who are deemed as delinquents. I argued that various parties, from the writers, the 
producers, grassroots leaders and even members of the public who serves as its audience 
contribute towards an understanding of the show as a truthful representation of “delinquent” 
Malay youths. This understanding is premised upon the cultural deficiency of Malay families, 
who are seen as responsible for producing delinquent Malay youths. Looking at these claims 
from the constructionist perspective and the cultural criminology approach discussed in 
Chapter 3, this study has traced the reasons behind the contextualization of the issue as 
such. In defining “delinquent” Malay youth as Anak Metropolitan, or wild metropolitan kids, 
the show and its defenders have gone through the 4 stages of claim-making  described by 
Loseke (1999) in the discussion on the constructionist approach. By conflating the fictional 
world of Anak Metropolitan with the reality faced by Malay youths, the show and its 
defenders have asserted that 1) the problem of delinquent Malay youth exists, 2) their 
waywardness is becoming increasingly troublesome and widespread, 3) these Malay youths 
thus needs to be changed, and that 4) this situation should be changed with the exercise of 
greater control by negligent parents on their wayward children.  
However, based on the ethnographic data, I have demonstrated that the lived realities of 
these youths who are seen as delinquent are far more complex than its fictional 
representation. The very details of their lives and the diversity contained within their 
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experiences negate the overtly simplistic representation and attribution of the problem as 
seen in Anak Metropolitan. Through their socialization processes and their experiences of 
coming into contact with institutions, the complexities within their lived realities are 
highlighted.  When juxtaposed with the ways in which they are represented, it is clear that 
these representations fail to capture the complexities of experiences that these youths have 
undergone throughout their lives. 
In particular, through the socialization processes undergone by these youths, it is evident 
that the privileging of the nuclear family structure as demonstrated in Anak Metropolitan 
does not reflect the reality of their lives. Divorce and “broken families”, which are frequently 
portrayed as the cause of delinquency by Anak Metropolitan, lead to various complex 
outcomes. Furthermore, within various family structures, even unconventional ones that 
might not be necessarily accepted by society, individuals find ways and means to cope in 
order to ensure the survival of their members. This is in addition to the challenges they face 
through structural limitations such as low income, lack of access to resources, and the non-
payment of maintenance or nafkah by the father, for which enforcement is lacking. 
 Contrary to the image of negligent parents frequently seen in the media, the experiences of 
the informants reveal that parents and family members were far from negligent, and went to 
great lengths in order to try and keep them out of trouble. Friends, rather than merely 
presenting bad choices or negative influences to these youths, played a much more complex 
role in their lives. Ascribing the causes of their delinquency to peer pressure also takes away 
the agency of these youths in choosing to be involved in the offence. In addition, by 
choosing to view these youths as active consumers of media, I have demonstrated the ways 
in which they respond to these representations, and the alternative perspectives inherent 
within these responses. Finally, their awareness of stereotypes as part of their experiences 
within a minority community in Singapore is also presented, and their differing ways of 
responding to these stereotypes is also discussed.  
The informants’ experiences in coming into contact with various institutions also highlight the 
complexities of their lived realities in opposition to the simplistic portrayals in Anak 
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Metropolitan. Contrary to the overwhelmingly negative attitude displayed by Malay youth 
“delinquents” towards school as portrayed on TV, the informants had a much more 
complicated relationship with school and various individuals within the school setting. In fact, 
for some of the informants, school became a means of escape from the monotony 
experienced while living in the Homes.  Far from displaying a negligent attitude towards their 
children’s education, parents undertook various strategies to ensure that their child remained 
or even re-enrolled in school, sometimes at great risk to themselves. 
 The informants’ experiences of getting arrested and being processed through the justice 
system also goes against the stereotypical representations frequently seen in the media. As 
opposed to the dramatic chase scenes and the emphasis on repentance, individuals 
underwent a multitude of experiences while being processed through the justice system and 
class as well as access to resources impacted upon their experiences in significant ways.  
Transitioning to life in the various Homes was also not an easy process, and family members 
and probation officers played significant roles within this transition. Finally, in opposition to 
the overt emphasis on repentance as adopted in Anak Metropolitan, the informants’ 
discussion of readjusting to life after institutionalization and its relation to their dreams and 
aspirations did not centre around their sense of repentance. Rather, the informants chose to 
focus on the difficulties of readjusting to life outside of the Homes, particularly in relation to 
the stereotypes that they had to face during and after their institutionalization. In discussing 
their dreams and aspirations, their awareness of the structural challenges which they will 
have to face, and its impact upon their conception of the future is clearly highlighted.  
Hence, the ethnographic data presented clearly contradicts the overt simplification and 
stereotypical representation seen in the TV show and its aftermath. Going back to the 
constructionist perspective, the hierarchy of credibility, in which the claims made by a certain 
group of people are given more weight than that of others, serves as useful lens from which 
this dominant conception of “delinquent” Malay youths and their families can be understood. 
Despite the complexities of their lived realities, the existence of the hierarchy of credibility 
when it comes to understanding the issue of youth delinquency privileges explanations 
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based on cultural deficiency. Instead of having to try and understand the issue from a variety 
of perspectives and acknowledging the complexities of their lived realities and various 
structural factors which present a challenge to their lives due to their class status, it is far 
more convenient to rely on culturalist explanations and stereotypes. The blame then gets 
shifted from external factors that disadvantaged them due to their class position to 
weaknesses that are inherent within themselves. 
 In doing so, these parties, especially those coming from middle class backgrounds, absolve 
themselves and the structural factors within society which contribute towards challenges 
faced by “delinquent” Malay youths from blame. Furthermore, by turning the issue from 
structural inequalities to problems inherent in these youths and their families, it becomes 
easier to locate the source of the delinquency as coming from their own weaknesses or 
deficiency. Hence, in order to “change” their condition, reforms would have to be made upon 
their character, morality and sense of responsibility, rather than questioning the structural 
inequalities within society which has contributed to their current condition. Consequently, 
attention is directed towards these youths, their families and the need for them to change, 
rather than addressing the challenges which they had to face while growing up. 
Capturing lived realities: providing alternative narratives through the voices of Malay 
youths 
In order to contest this hierarchy of credibility which privileges narratives or explanations 
premised on cultural deficiency as seen through shows as Anak Metropolitan, it is thus 
necessary to create alternative narratives in order to go against its dominance. By capturing 
the complexities of the lived realities faced by “delinquent” Malay youths, these alternative 
narratives contest the overwhelming dependency on cultural deficiency in representing them. 
In the literature review, I discussed the limitations of the current literature in capturing the 
voices of Malay youths, particularly with regards to the subcultural approach or studies 
focused on youths in various subcultures.  It is not their involvement in subcultures such as 
Mat Rokers, skateboarding or as bikers that become a focus in this study; rather, it is the 
totality of their life histories, or lived experiences which are deemed as important.  As 
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reiterated through the data collection process, while their history of offending was taken into 
account during recruitment, the act of getting arrested was not used to define them, or to 
group them into a particular category. Rather, it was viewed as one of the many processes 
that they went through as part of their life histories. Therefore, this study takes a more 
comprehensive approach in the study of Malay youths by moving away from viewing them 
as a subculture or a particular group, and examining them as individuals whose experiences 
form part of the landscape of Malay youths in Singapore. 
Hence, taking into account these limitations with regards to the subcultural approach or the 
study of youths in subgroups, I proposed an alternative methodology; one based on the 
constructionist approach, cultural criminology and critical ethnography. While the 
constructionist perspective was useful in understanding the formation of a narrative 
premised upon cultural deficiency in the media, cultural criminology and critical ethnography 
allowed for the development of alternative narratives which provides a different perspective 
in looking at youth delinquency. In documenting the voices of Malay youths who are 
frequently viewed as delinquent, and in capturing the complexities of their lived realities, the 
alternative narratives produced through the ethnographic data challenges the dominant 
belief in cultural deficiency and its relation to delinquency.  
 The voices of these youths serves as an alternative to the cultural deficiency based 
narratives by allowing us to understand the structural limitations which these youths face in 
their everyday experiences. Building upon the studies of youths in other societies which 
allows for the possibility of structural factors in understanding youth delinquency, the 
ethnographic data highlights the prevalence of structural inequalities which have a significant 
impact upon the lives of these Malay youths. Coming from low income families, being 
disadvantaged and not having access to lawyers or simply not being aware of their rights, 
these youths face a variety of issues that contribute towards their decision to offend.  
However, despite the fact the socioeconomic status of these youths and the structural 
inequalities which they face are indeed captured through their narratives, this study does not 
claim that it is simply both these factors which lead to their decision to commit the offences 
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that they were arrested for. The situation is much more complex and the various factors 
which have an impact on their lives needs to be better understood. Rather, the focus of the 
study is on alternative narratives offered by these youths which allow us to look beyond 
stereotypes and accusations of immorality or negligent parents as frequently seen in the 
media and as believed by certain sections of the Malay community. Additionally, by utilizing 
the cultural criminology approach, this study juxtaposed the conceptualization of a TV show 
with the lived realities of Malay youths in order to illustrate the effect of representation onto 
those who are being represented. This comparison has been discussed in detail in the 
section on media awareness in Chapter 5, and reveals the active role played by these Malay 
youths in consuming and responding to their representations in the Malay media. 
Uncovering the weaknesses of the cultural deficit thesis 
From the arguments laid out in the first 2 sections of this chapter, we can clearly see the 
weaknesses of the cultural deficiency thesis as an explanation for Malay youth delinquency. 
This is due to its reliance on stereotypes and simplifications that do not reflect the lived 
realities faced by Malay youths who are considered as delinquent. On an everyday basis, 
these youths and their families face a multitude of issues that are not reducible to cultural 
deficiency, but are varied in nature. Hence, this study contributes to another perspective in 
understanding issues that are frequently attributed to cultural deficiency or a pathologized 
condition on the part of the Malays. Within the context of the culture and structure which they 
are embedded in, many different factors, whether social, institutional, structural or all of the 
above combined contribute to the offence committed. It is the complex interplay between 
these factors, and not an attitudinal defect, which must be examined and considered in trying 
to explain Malay youth delinquency. The alternative narratives produced from their stories 
demonstrate the weaknesses of adopting cultural deficiency as an explanation for 
delinquency. The complexities inherent within their life experiences show the existence of a 
variety of factors and challenges that in one way or another contribute to their decision to 




Concluding with reflexivity: moving beyond the data and avenues for further research 
Throughout the entire research process, I remain aware of my role as a researcher, who, in 
providing and presenting the data is also performing an act of representation. When issues 
such as bias were detected upon subsequent reflection at the end of each interview session 
and during the writing process, I modified my line of questioning and writing and went back 
to an emphasis on the narration as provided by the informants. By remaining continuously 
aware of my role and its impact on the research process, I did not aim to remove all 
elements of subjectivity, but to acknowledge these subjectivities as part of the research 
process. Also, there were moments during the research process where the line between my 
own beliefs and my role as a researcher were starting to blur, and I took a step back by 
questioning myself on why I reacted in that particular manner. 
 However, by remaining conscious of my role in the presentation of data and by holding on to 
the principles outlined through cultural criminology and critical ethnography, I sought to avoid 
from representing them in a stereotypical manner. Their narratives were also seen as a form 
of contestation to the dominant narrative of perceived cultural deficiency of “delinquent” 
Malay youths.  I also examined whether my selection of the data aligned to my own beliefs 
or were a reflection of what was intended by the informants during the question and answer 
process. I continuously re-examined the conversation surrounding the parts of the interviews 
that were chosen in order to ensure that the quotes were not taken out of context or 
misinterpreted. 
In moving beyond the micro perspective and situating my study within the literature, this 
work is intended to contribute towards a better understanding on issues surrounding 
representation, and its interconnectedness to what is seen as the “Malay problem”. 
Representation constitutes one of the most significant ways in which this belief in Malay 
cultural deficiency, and the idea of the Malay problem, is perpetuated. By adopting a micro 
approach onto the lives of 6 Malay youths, a number of interesting details, particularly with 
regards to their socialization processes and their interaction with institutions, provides an 
illuminating look into macro processes in the wider society which have a significant impact 
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upon their lives. This micro approach thus provides a lens from which macro processes of 
society can be highlighted, and consequently, provides an alternative to the dominance of 
the cultural deficiency based narratives. 
This study has demonstrated the possibility of debunking stereotypes and beliefs based 
upon cultural deficiency through the development of an alternative methodology focused on 
representation. However, further research needs to be done in order to explore the other 
dimensions surrounding the issue of what has come to be commonly defined as the “Malay 
problem”. In particular, studies on other ways in which the idea of the “Malay problem” 
continues to be perpetuated today would contribute to a better understanding of how and 
why it continues to proliferate, despite the existence of various studies which explore 
structural factors in relation to issues commonly associated with the Malays. Only in doing so 
can we begin to unravel the dominance of this belief, and come to understand various 
members of the community better, and with more empathy.  A persistent view of a section of 
the community as dysfunctional, lazy, immoral or unwilling to control their children does not 
lead to a productive resolution of the issues which they face.  As this study has shown, it 
actually contributes to the further isolation and marginalization of those frequently viewed as 
delinquent or dysfunctional within society.  
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Protocol (Research) Title: Alternative Narratives: Understanding the life histories of Malay 





4. Housing type 
5. Location 
6. Highest Educational Attainment 
7. Family income 
8. What are you currently doing (school/work/something else)? 
9. At what age were you brought into the Home? 
10. How long have you been here? 
11. When do you expect to leave? 
12. Do you have a case officer? His/her name? 
13. How would you describe yourself as a person? 
 




14. What is your family background? 
15. How would you describe your family? 
16. What do your parents do? 
17. Who was the main breadwinner in your family? 
18. How was it like growing up? 
19. Who did you live with? 
20. Who took care of you while you were a) a baby b) a child c) a teenager d) now? 
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21. Who gave/is giving you pocket money? For how long? 
22. Describe your childhood. 
23. How did your family react when you were sentenced?  
24. How often do you see your family now? 
25. How many siblings do you have, and what are they doing now? 
26. How about your extended family? 
27. Is there anyone/who in your family do you consider as a role model? Why? 
28. (If they were taken care of by their grandparents): Why did your grandparents take 
care of you? For how long? 
29. How was it like growing up under the care of your grandparents? 
30. Are you close to your extended family? (Aunts, uncles and cousins)? If yes, why? If 
no, why? 
31. Describe a typical day with your family. 
32. Did you use to go on outings with them? Why/Why not?  
33. Where would you usually go to? Why? 
34. Describe the most memorable Hari Raya experience that you had.*  
Theme: Friends/Peers 
35. Who do you usually hang out with? 
36. Where did you meet them? 
37. How long have you been friends? 
38. Where do you usually hang out? 
39. What do you usually do together with your friends? Why? 
40. Did you use to get into trouble while hanging out with your friends? How? 
41. Did you continue to hang out with them after getting into trouble? Why/Why not? 
42. Do/Did you have a boyfriend/girlfriend?  
43. Are you still with your boyfriend/girlfriend?  
44. How often do you meet? 
45. Who do you hang out with in the Home? Why? 
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46. Do you still keep in contact with the friends you had before you entered the home? 
Why/why not?  
47. How do you keep in contact with your friends? 
Theme: Awareness of stereotypes 
48. Are you aware of how people think about you? 
49. ( If yes) How do you feel about it? 
50. Do you think your experience is similar to what these people are thinking about you? 
Why/why not? 
Theme: Media Awareness 
Suria 
51. Do you watch Suria? 
52. Have you heard of the shows Hanyut, Seksa or Anak Metropolitan? 
53. How did you hear about the show? 
54. Do you watch them? Why/why not? 
55. Have you ever been interviewed for Hanyut, Seksa or Anak Metropolitan? 
56. Do you know anyone who has ever been interviewed for Hanyut, Seksa or Anak 
Metropolitan? 
57. Are you aware of the portrayals of Malay youths in these tv programmes? 
58. Based on your experiences, what do you think of these portrayals? Do they reflect 
what is happening in your life? Why/why not? 
Newspapers 
59. Do you read Berita Harian/Straits Times/The New Paper? 
60. Have you ever been interviewed by a journalist for Berita Harian/Straits Times/The 
New Paper? 
61. Do you know anyone who has ever been interviewed for Berita Harian/Straits 
Times/The New Paper? 
62. Are you aware of the portrayals of Malay youths in Straits Times/The New Paper? 
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63. Based on your experiences, what do you think of these portrayals? Do they reflect 
what is happening in your life? Why/why not? 
Part 2: Processes of Institutionalization  
 Theme: School 
 
64. Which schools did you attend? (From kindergarten to present) 
65. How is/was school? Do you like going to school? Why/why not? 
66. If they dropped out of school: Why did you drop out of school? 
67. Who gave you pocket money while in school?  
68. Did you receive Financial Assistance while in school? 
69. Did you receive any other forms of financial assistance? (e.g. Straits Times School 
Pocket Money Fund) 
70. Did you go for tuition? Why/why not? 
71. How about now? 
72. Describe a typical day in school. 
73. What are some of the most memorable experiences that you have had in school? 
74. Do you like your teachers? Why/Why not? 
75. What were your teachers’ attitudes towards you? 
76. How did you behave towards your teachers? 
77. What was your favourite subject? Why? 
78. What was your least favourite subject? Why? 
79. How did you do in school? (For PSLE/O Levels)? 
80. Who was your favourite teacher? Why? 
81. Who do you usually hang out with while in school? 
82. Did you ever get into trouble in school? Why? 
83. How were you dealt with? 
84. Were you ever sent to your principal? Why? 
85. How was the matter dealt with? 
86. Were your parents ever called to school? Did they come? 
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87. What did your teacher tell your parents? 
88. Were you ever sent for counselling in school? How was it? 
89. Did you join any Co-curricular Activities (CCAs)? Why/why not? 
90. If yes: what CCA did you join? Did you enjoy it? Why? 
91. If no: why didn’t you join a CCA? What did you do in your free time? 
92. Did you join any activities outside of school? (e.g. dance group, kompang etc) 
93. Did your parents send you to religious/Quran reading classes? For how long? 
94. How did you find these religious classes? 
95. What did you do in your free time? 
Theme: Getting caught and sentenced 
96. Can you tell me why you are in the Home? 
97. What were your motivations for doing what you did? 
98. Did you think that there were going to be consequences? Why/Why not? 
99. Describe your feelings the day you were caught. 
100. What happened to you after that? Describe the series of events. 
101. Were your parents with you when you were sentenced? If no, who was with you? 
102. What did you feel when you were told that you have to go to Court? 
103. What did you feel when you were brought to Court? 
104. Describe your feelings when facing the judge and being handed your sentence. 
105. How do you feel now? 
106. How has your life changed after receiving the Court Order? 
107. Did you hear people (e.g. your relatives/friends) calling you names after you were 
sentenced? 
108. Did they use to call you by these names before you were sentenced? What do you 
think about these names? 
Theme: Transitioning to life in the Home 
109. How has your life here been so far? 
110. How did you feel when you first had to move here? 
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111. How do you feel now? 
112. Describe a typical day in the Home. 
113. Do you like being in the Home? Why/why not? 
114. Describe some of the activities that you participate in at the Home. 
115. Describe some of the activities that you enjoy. Why?* 
116. Do you attend religious classes in the Home? 
117. How do you find them? 
118. Do you attend counselling sessions here? 
119. How do you find them? 
120. What are some of the advice that you have received while staying here? What do 
you feel about them? 
121. Do you think that you have changed before and after you entered the Home? How? 
In what ways? Describe. 
Part 3: The future and aspirations 
122. How long more do you have in the Home? 
123. If they are still in contact with their parents/grandparents: Are you going to go back 
and live with your parents after this? Why/why not? 
124. What do you plan to do once you leave here? Why? How will you achieve it? 
125. What do you see yourself doing in the future? How do you plan to achieve it? 
126. What are your dreams and aspirations for yourself? How do you plan to achieve 
these dreams? 











Letter of Invitation to Parents/Guardians for Children below 21 years old (to be sent by 
MSF) 
Dear Sir/Mdm, 
Protocol (Research) Title: Understanding the lives of Malay youths in Singaporean Homes. 
My name is Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad, and I am a graduate student in the Department of 
Malay Studies at the National University of Singapore. I am conducting a research study on 
the portrayals of Malay youth delinquency in Singapore for my Master’s Thesis, and would 
very much like to interview your child/ward. Below is a brief outline of my research 
objectives:  
This research study aims to address the gap in our understanding of Malay youths who have 
gone through the criminal justice system, i.e., had a Court Order issued against him/her. 
This gap is due to the domination of sensationalistic articles, television shows and 
unsupported statements that become the accepted explanations in understanding the issue. 
In this research, I aim to collect information that can possibly provide a different view. My 
research also aims to contrast the stereotypical depictions of these youths, who are seen as 
problematic, with their actual lives by providing a space for their voices to be heard. 
For my research, I aim to interview about 16 Malay youths who have gone through the 
criminal justice system in Singapore and had a Court Order issued against them. I would like 
to conduct up to 10 in-depth interview sessions over a period of 8 months with each 
interview lasting a maximum of 2 hours. With both your permission and your child/ward’s 
consent, I will ask questions on your child/ward’s life history.  
While I understand the potentially sensitive nature of my topic, I would like to stress that my 
research is very much focused on debunking the stereotypes and portrayals and examining 
the effect of these portrayals onto those labeled as delinquents in society. I also hope to be 
able to contribute to the gap in knowledge and contribute to a greater understanding towards 
the phenomena of delinquency within the Malay community. Your child/ward may feel 
uncomfortable answering some of the questions and s/he will not have to answer any 
questions that s/he does not wish to.   
The session (or) interview will be audio taped so that I can accurately reflect on what is 
discussed.  The tapes will only be reviewed by me as I will transcribe and analyze them.  
They will then be destroyed.  
Your child/ward’s name will not be revealed in my final dissertation or in any publication 
relating to this research. Codes will be assigned to your child/ward as soon as possible in 
the course of my research in order to protect his/her identity. Your child/ward is free to 
withdraw at any point in the research, and all their data collected will be destroyed.  If you 
have any questions, please feel free to contact me, Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad, at 
9XXXXXXX and hazirah.mohamad@gmail.com. 
 
If you want an independent opinion regarding the research and the rights of research 
participants, you may contact a staff member of the National University of Singapore 




Thank you for your consideration.  Further information on this research study is in the 
attached Parental and Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form. If you would like 
your child/ward to participate in this research study, please let your child/ward’s case worker 
know so that further details can be discussed and arranged if your child/ward also agrees to 
participate.  
Warmest regards, 
Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad 
Master of Arts Candidate 
Department of Malay Studies 



















Surat Undangan Untuk Ibu Bapa/Waris Kanak-Kanak yang berumur dibawah 21 tahun 
Tuan/Puan, 
Tajuk Kajian: Memahami kehidupan belia Melayu dalam Rumah Tumpangan  di 
Singapura 
Nama saya Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad dan saya seorang pelajar pos-siswazah di Jabatan 
Pengajian Melayu, Universiti Kebangsaan Singapura (NUS). Saya sedang menjalankan 
kajian ke atas paparan delinkuensi (delinquency) belia Melayu di Singapura untuk tesis 
sarjana saya, dan mahu sekali mewawancara anak/waris anda. Berikut adalah paparan 
ringkas tentang objektif kajian saya:  
Kajian ini bertujuan untuk menyeleraikan kekurangan pemahaman kita terhadap belia 
Melayu yang telah menjalani sistem pengadilan jenayah, iaitu mereka yang telah diberikan 
Arahan Mahkamah. Kekurangan ini disebabkan oleh penguasaan rencana-rencana 
suratkhabar yang bersifat sensasi, program-program television, dan kenyataan-kenytaaan 
yang tidak disokong yang akhirnya menjadi penjelasan yang diterima dalam memahami isu 
ini. Menerusi kajian ini, saya ingin mengumpul maklumat yang mungkin dapat memberikan 
pandangan yang berlainan. Kajian saya juga bertujuan untuk membandingkan paparan 
stereotaip belia ini dan mereka yang disifatkan sebagai bermasalah, dengan kehidupan 
sebenar mereka, menerusi penyediaan wadah untuk suara mereka didengari.  
Untuk kajian ini, saya bertujuan mewawancara kira-kira 16 belia Melayu yang telah 
menjalani sistem pengadilan jenayah di Singapura, dan yang telah diberikan Arahan 
Mahkamah. Saya ingin menjalankan tidak lebih daripada 10 sesi wawancara yang 
mendalam selama 8 bulan, dengan setiap sesi wawancara tidak akan melebihi 2 jam. 
Dengan izin anda dan juga persetujuan anak/waris anda, saya akan menanyakan soalan 
tentang sejarah hidup anak/waris anda. 
Walaupun saya sedar bahawa topik saya ini mungkin agak sensitif, saya mahu menekankan 
bahawa kajian saya ini bertujuan untuk memaparkan kepalsuan stereotaip dan juga 
paparan, dan mengkaji kesan paparan ini kepada mereka yang dilihat sebagai delinkuen 
(anak-anak nakal) dalam masyarakat. Saya juga berharap untuk meluaskan lagi 
pengetahuan dan pemahaman kita terhadap fenomena delinkuensi dalam masyarakat 
Melayu. Anak/waris anda mungkin akan merasa tidak senang untuk menjawab beberapa 
soalan-soalan saya, dan dia tidak perlu menjawab apa-apa soalan yang tidak dimahunya.  
Sesi atau wawancara itu akan diramkan secara lisan supaya saya dapat menganalisa 
perbincangan kami secara teliti dan tepat. Rakaman-rakaman itu hanya akan didengari oleh 
saya kerana saya akan mengalih susun dan menganalisakannya. Selepas itu, rakaman itu 
akan dihapuskan. 
Nama anak/waris anda tidak akan didedahkan di dalam tesis terakhir saya, atau mana-mana 
penerbitan yang berkaitan dengan kajian ini. Kod akan diberikan kepada anak/waris anda 
secepat mungkin dalam kajian saya untuk menjaga identiti mereka. Anak/waris anda juga 
mempunyai pilihan untuk menarik diri pada bila-bila masa sahaja semasa kajian ini 
dijalankan, dan maklumat mereka akan dihapuskan. Jika anda mempunyai soalan, sila 
hubungi saya, Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad, menerusi nombor telefon saya iaitu 9XXXXXXX 




Jika anda ingin pandangan yang bebas berkaitan dengan kajian ini atau hak peserta kajian, 
anda boleh menghubungi pekerja di Lembaga Reviu Institusi Universiti Kebangsaan 
Singapura (Perhatian: Encik Chan Tuck Wai, di nombor telefon 6516 1234 atau hantarkan e-
mel kepada irb@nus.edu.sg). 
Terima kasih di atas pertimbangan anda. Maklumat lebih tentang kajian ini boleh didapati di 
Lampiran Maklumat Ibu Bapa dan Peserta, dan di Borang Keizinan yang disertakan. Jika 
anda mahu anak/waris anda menyertai kajian ini, sila beritahu pekerja kes anak/waris anda 
supaya perincian secara mendalam dapat dibincangkan dan juga diaturkan jika anak/waris 
anda bersetuju untuk menyertainya. 
 
Yang benar, 
   
Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad 
Calon Sarjana Kesusasteraan 
Jabatan Pengajian Melayu 













Annex C  
PARENTAL AND PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET &  CONSENT FORM  
 
 
1. Project title: Understanding the lives of Malay youths in Singaporean Homes. 
 
2. Principal Investigator and co-investigator: 
Principal Investigator: Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad, M.A Candidate, Department of 
Malay Studies, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, National University of Singapore 
(NUS). 
Email: hazirah.mohamad@gmail.com; Phone Number:  9XXXXXXX 
Co-Investigator: Dr Suriani Suratman, Senior Lecturer, Department of Malay Studies, 
NUS 
Email:mlsss@nus.edu.sg; Phone: 6516 6002 
3. What is the purpose of this research? 
You are invited to participate in a research study on Malay youths and delinquency. 
This information sheet provides you with information about the research. The 
Principal Investigator (the research doctor or person in charge of this research) or her 
representative will also describe this research to you and answer all of your 
questions. Read the information below and ask questions about anything you don’t 
understand before deciding whether or not to take part. 
This research aims to address the gap in our understanding of Malay youths who 
have gone through the criminal justice system. This gap is due to the domination of 
sensationalistic articles, television shows and unsupported statements which become 
the accepted explanations in understanding the issue. By engaging in this research, I 
aim to collect information which can possibly provide a different view. This research 
also aims to contrast the stereotypical depictions of youths who are seen as 
problematic with their actual lives by providing a space for their voices to be heard. 
 
4. Who can participate in the research? What is the expected duration of my 
participation? What is the duration of this research? 
Both male and female Malay respondents aged 16 to 35 years old who have gone 
through the criminal justice system in Singapore, i.e., have had a Court Order issued 
against him/her are invited to participate in this research.  
 
Please note that respondents who are below 21 years old will require parental 
permission before they are allowed to participate in the research. Your expected 
duration of participation is 8 months, starting from January 2013 and ending in 
August 2013.   
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5. What is the approximate number of participants involved? 
The approximate number of participants involved is 16. 
 
6. What will be done if I take part in this research? 
About 10 in-depth interviews lasting about 2 hours each will be conducted by the 
researcher with you over a period of 8 months in the Homes. These sessions will 
consist of a series of multiple question and answer sessions as determined by the 
researcher. You will be asked questions from the researcher with regards to your life 
history.   
Your consent will also be sought for the recording of the interview on an audio-
recording device. You can also inform the Principal Investigator if you do not agree to 
have the session recorded and written notes will be taken instead. Do note that 
parental permission will be required for the recording if you are below 21 years old. 
Both parental and participant’s permission will also be sought for quotes from the 
interviews to be published without identifying you.  
 
7. How will my privacy and the confidentiality of my research records be 
protected? 
Only the principal investigator has your identifiable information (i.e., names and 
contact information) and this will not be released to any other person, including 
members of the research team. Identifiable information will never be used in a 
publication or presentation. All your identifiable research data will be coded (i.e. only 
identified with a code number) at the earliest possible stage of the research. As your 
personal information is used for the sole purpose of contacting you and scheduling 
the interviews, this information will be deleted when the research is completed. 
 
8. What are the possible discomforts and risks for participants? 
The questions asked during the course of the interviews might cause distress. You 
do not have to answer any questions that you feel uncomfortable with. 
 
9. What is the compensation for any injury? 
As the questions asked during the course of the interviews might cause distress, if 
you choose to participate in this research, there will be counsellors located in the 
Homes who will be available, if need be, in order to ensure that you are taken care 
of. The researcher will also inform your case manager and/or the counsellor if she is 
of the view that you may require assistance. 
 
10. Will there be reimbursement for participation? 
There will be no reimbursement for participation. 
 
11. What are the possible benefits to me and to others?  
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There is no direct benefit to you by participating in this research. The knowledge 
gained will benefit the public in the future by contributing to a further understanding 
on the issue of Malay youths who are deemed as “problematic”.  
 
12. Can I refuse to participate in this research? 
Yes, you can. Your decision to participate in this research is voluntary and 
completely up to you. You can also withdraw from the research at any time without 
giving any reasons, by informing the principal investigator and all your data collected 
will be discarded. 
13. Whom should I call if I have any questions or problems? 
Please contact the Principal Investigator, Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad at 9XXXXXXX 
and hazirah.mohamad@gmail.com for all research-related matters and in the 
event of research-related injuries. 
 
For an independent opinion regarding the research and the rights of research 
participants, you may contact a staff member of the National University of Singapore 




Consent Form for Participants at least 21 years old 
Project title: Understanding the lives of Malay youths in Singaporean Homes. 
Principal Investigator with the contact number and organization:  
Principal Investigator: Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad, M.A Candidate, Department of Malay 
Studies, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, National University of Singapore. 
Email: hazirah.mohamad@gmail.com  
Phone Number:  9XXXXXXX 
I hereby acknowledge that: 
1. My signature is my acknowledgement that I have agreed to take part in the above 
research.  
2. I have received a copy of this information sheet that explains the use of my data in this 
research. I understand its contents and agree to donate my data for the use of this 
research. 
3. I can withdraw from the research at any point of time by informing the Principal 
Investigator and all my data will be discarded. 
4. I agree/ do not agree* to the audio-taping of this interview session(s). 
5. I agree/ do not agree* for quotes from my interview session(s) to be published without 
identifying me. I understand that my personal information will be deleted after the 
research is completed. 
6. I agree/ do not agree* to be re-contacted by the Principal Investigator for follow-up 
sessions. 
7. I will not have any financial benefits that result from the commercial development of this 
research. 
This research has been explained to me in _________________ (state language), which I 




Name and Signature (Participant) Date 
 
_______________________________ ___________ 
Name and Signature (Consent Taker) Date 
 
_______________________________ ___________ 
Name and Signature (Translator) Date  




Project title: Understanding the lives of Malay youths in Singaporean Homes. 
 
Principal Investigator with the contact number and organization:  
Principal Investigator: Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad, M.A Candidate, Department of Malay 
Studies, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, National University of Singapore. 
Email: hazirah.mohamad@gmail.com  
Phone Number:  9XXXXXXX 
I hereby acknowledge that: 
1. My signature is my acknowledgement that I have agreed to let my child/ward*, 
_______________________ (name) take part in the above research.  
2. I have received a copy of this information sheet that explains the use of my 
child’s/ward’s*data in this research. I understand its contents and agree to donate my 
child’s data for the use of this research. 
3. My child/ward* can withdraw from the research at any point of time by informing the 
Principal Investigator and all my child’s data will be discarded. 
4. I agree/ do not agree* to the audio-taping of my child’s/ward’s* interview session(s). 
5. I agree/ do not agree* for quotes from my child’s/ward’s*  interview session(s) to be 
published without identifying him/her. I understand that my information and my child’s 
personal information will be deleted after the research is completed. 
6. I agree/ do not agree* for my child/ward*to be re-contacted by the Principal Investigator 
for follow-up interview sessions. I understand that my child/ward*or I do not have to 
agree with this if we do not wish so. 
7. I will not have any financial benefits that result from the commercial development of this 
research. 
This research has been explained to me in _________________ (state language), which I 




Name and Signature (Participant) Date 
 
_______________________________ ___________ 
Name and Signature (Consent Taker) Date 
 
_______________________________ ___________ 




LAMPIRAN MAKLUMAT IBU BAPA DAN PESERTA 
 & BORANG KEIZINAN  
 
  
1. Tajuk Projek: Memahami kehidupan belia Melayu dalam Rumah Tumpangan  di 
Singapura 
 
2. Pengkaji Utama dan pengkaji bersama: 
 
Pengkaji Utama: Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad, Calon Sarjana Kesusasteraan 
Jabatan Pengajian Melayu, Universiti Kebangsaan Singapura (NUS)  
E-mel: hazirah.mohamad@gmail.com; Nombor Telefon: 9XXXXXXX 
 
Pengkaji Bersama: Dr Suriani Suratman, Pensyarah Kanan, Jabatan Pengajian 
Melayu, NUS 
E-mel: mlsss@nus.edu.sg; Nombor Telefon: 6516 6002 
 
3. Apakah tujuan kajian ini? 
 
Anda diundang untuk menyertai kajian tentang belia Melayu dan delinkuensi 
(delinquency). Lampiran maklumat ini akan memberikan anda maklumat tentang 
kajian itu. Pengkaji utama (doktor kajian atau orang yang mengetuai kajian ini) atau 
wakilnya juga akan memberikan anda penerangan tentang kajian ini dan menjawab 
semua soalan anda. Baca maklumat berikut dan tanyakan soalan tentang apa-apa 
yang tidak anda fahami sebelum mengambil keputusan untuk menyertainya atau 
tidak. 
Kajian ini bertujuan untuk menyeleraikan kekurangan pemahaman kita terhadap 
belia Melayu yang telah menjalani sistem pengadilan jenayah, iaitu mereka yang 
telah diberikan Arahan Mahkamah. Kekurangan ini disebabkan oleh penguasaan 
rencana-rencana suratkhabar yang bersifat sensasi, program-program television, 
dan kenyataan-kenytaaan yang tidak disokong yang akhirnya menjadi penjelasan 
yang diterima dalam memahami isu ini. Menerusi kajian ini, saya ingin mengumpul 
maklumat yang mungkin dapat memberikan pandangan yang berlainan. Kajian saya 
juga bertujuan untuk membandingkan paparan belia ini yang bersifat stereotaip dan 
disifatkan sebagai bermasalah, dengan kehidupan sebenar mereka, menerusi 





4. Siapakah yang boleh menyertai kajian ini? Berapa lamakah jangka penyertaan 
saya? Berapa lamakah jangka kajian ini? 
 
Kedua-dua peserta lelaki dan perempuan Melayu yang berumur di antara 16 hingga 
ke 35 tahun yang telah menjalani sistem pengadilan jenayah di Singapura, dan 
mempunyai Arahan Mahkamah akan dijemput untuk menyertai kajian ini. 
 
Harap maklum, peserta yang berumur di bawah 21 tahun harus mendapatkan 
kebenaran ibu bapa sebelum dibenarkan menyertai kajian ini. Jangka penyertaan 
anda adalah 8 bulan, bermula daripada Januari 2013 dan berakhir pada Ogos 2013.  
 
5. Kira-kira berapakah peserta yang akan terlibat? 
Kira-kira 16 peserta akan terlibat dalam kajian ini.  
 
6. Apakah yang akan dilakukan jika saya menyertai kajian ini? 
Kira-kira 10 sesi wawancara secara mendalam, yang akan berlangsung selama 2 
jam setiap satu, akan dijalankan oleh pengkaji itu dengan anda selama 8 bulan di 
dalam Rumah Tumpangan itu. Sesi ini akan berlangsung dengan penanyaan soalan-
soalan yang telah ditetapkan oleh pengkaji. Anda akan ditanya soalan yang 
berkaitan dengan sejarah kehidupan anda.  
Persetujuan anda juga akan diminta untuk rakaman sesi wawancara itu secara lisan. 
Anda juga boleh memaklumkan kepada Pengkaji Utama itu jika anda tidak mahu sesi 
itu dirakam, dan hanya nota tulisan akan diambil. Harap maklum, kebenaran ibu 
bapa juga akan diminta untuk rakaman berikut jika anda berumur di bawah 21 tahun. 
Kedua-dua kebenaran ibu bapa dan juga peserta akan diminta untuk kata-kata anda 
daripada sesi wawancara itu tanpa mendendahkan identiti anda.  
 
7. Bagaimanakah kerahsiaan saya dan kebersendirian rekod kajian saya dijaga? 
Hanya pengkaji utama kajian ini yang ada maklumat anda yang boleh dikenal pasti 
(iaitu nama dan maklumat untuk menghubung anda), dan ini tidak akan diberikan 
kepada mana-mana orang lain, termasuk ahli kumpulan kajian. Maklamut yang boleh 
mengenal pasti anda tidak akan digunakan di dalam mana-mana penerbitan atau 
pembentangan. Semua maklumat kajian anda yang boleh dikenal pasti akan 
diberikan nombor kod pada tahap yang secepat mungkin kajian ini. Oleh kerana 
maklumat peribadi anda hanya akan digunakan untuk menghubungi anda dan 
menetapkan sesi wawancara, maklumat ini akan dihapuskan apabila kajian ini 
berakhir. 
 
8. Apakah ketidakselesaan ataupun risiko yang mungkin terjadi kepada peserta? 
Soalan-soalan yang akan ditanya ketika sesi wawancara mungkin akan 
menyebabkan perasaan kurang senang. Anda tidak perlu menjawab mana-mana 




9. Apakah pampasan untuk sebarang kecederaan?  
Oleh kerana soalan-soalan yang akan ditanya menerusi sesi wawancara mungkin 
menyebabkan perasaan kurang senang, jika anda memilih untuk menyertai kajian ini, 
ada kaunselor yang terdapat di dalam Rumah Tumpangan itu  yang boleh dijumpai 
jika diperlukan untuk memastikan anda dijaga. Pengkaji juga akan memaklumkan 
kepada pekerja kes anda dan/atau kaunselor jika dia berpendapat bahawa anda 
mungkin memerlukan pertolongan. 
 
10.  Adakah saya akan mendapat pampasan untuk penyertaan saya? 
Tidak ada pampasan untuk penyertaan anda di dalam kajian ini. 
 
11. Apakah kemungkinan manfaat yang akan ada kepada saya ataupun orang lain? 
Tidak akan ada manfaat secara langsung kepada anda dengan menyertai kajian ini. 
Pengetahuan yang akan diraih akan memanfaatkan orang ramai  dengan 
menyumbang kepada pemahaman terhadap isu belia Melayu yang dianggap sebagai 
bermasalah.  
 
12. Bolehkah saya menolak untuk menyertai kajian ini? 
Ya, anda boleh berbuat demikian. Keputusan anda untuk menyertai kajian ini adalah 
sukarela dan bergantung sepenuhnya kepada anda. Anda juga boleh menarik diri 
daripada kajian ini pada bila-bila masa tanpa memberikan sebab dengan 
memaklumkannya kepada pengkaji utama, dan semua maklumat anda yang telah 
dikumpul akan dihapuskan. 
13. Siapakah yang patut saya hubungi jika saya mempunyai soalan atau masalah? 
Sila hubungi Pengkaji Utama, Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad, di 9XXXXXXX dan 
hazirah.mohamad@gmail.com untuk segala perkara yang berkaitan dengan kajian 
dan jika ada sebarang kecederaan yang berkenaan dengan kajian. 
Jika anda ingin pandangan yang bebas berkaitan dengan kajian ini dan hak peserta 
kajian, anda boleh menghubungi pekerja di Lembaga Reviu Institusi Universiti 
Kebangsaan Singapura (Perhatian: Encik Chan Tuck Wai, di nombor telefon 6516 











Borang Keizinan untuk Peserta yang berumur 21 tahun ke atas 
Tajuk Projek: Memahami kehidupan belia Melayu dalam Rumah Tumpangan  di 
Singapura 
 
Pengkaji Utama dengan nombor telefon dan organisasi:  
Pengkaji Utama: Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad, Calon Sarjana Kesusasteraan 
Jabatan Pengajian Melayu, Universiti Kebangsaan Singapura (NUS)  
E-mel: hazirah.mohamad@gmail.com; Nombor Telefon: 9XXXXXXX 
Dengan ini saya mengaku: 
8. Tandatangan saya adalah pengakuan yang menyatakan persetujuan saya untuk 
menyertai kajian yang tertera di atas. 
9. Saya telah menerima salinan lampiran maklumat ini yang menerangkan pengunaan 
maklumat saya untuk kajian ini. Saya memahami isi kandungannya dan bersetuju untuk 
mendermakan maklumat saya untuk kegunaan kajian ini. 
10. Saya boleh menarik diri daripada kajian ini pada bila-bila masa dengan 
memaklumkannya kepada Pengkaji Utama dan semua maklumat saya akan dihapuskan. 
11. Saya bersetuju/ tidak bersetuju* dengan rakaman audio sesi(atau sesi-sesi) wawancara 
ini. 
12. Saya bersetuju/ tidak bersetuju* dengan kata-kata saya daripada sesi(atau sesi-sesi) 
wawancara ini untuk diterbitkan dengan tidak mengenal pasti identiti saya. Saya sedia 
maklum bahawa maklumat peribadi saya akan dihapuskan setelah kajian ini berakhir.  
13.  Saya bersetuju/ tidak bersetuju* untuk dihubungi lagi oleh Pengkaji Utama untuk sesi-
sesi yang selanjutnya. 
14. Saya tidak akan mempunyai apa-apa manfaat kewangan yang disebabkan oleh 
pengembangan komersil kajian ini. 
Kajian ini telah diterangkan kepada saya dalam bahasa _________________ (nyatakan 
bahasa), yang saya fahami, oleh ____________ (nama penterjermah) pasa _______ 
(tarikh). 
_______________________________ ___________ 
Nama dan Tandatangan (Peserta) Tarikh 
_______________________________ ___________ 
Nama dan Tandatangan (Pengambil Izin) Tarikh 
 
______________________________ ___________ 
Nama dan Tandatangan (Penterjermah) Tarikh  
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Borang Keizinan untuk Peserta yang berumur dibawah 21 tahun  
 
Tajuk Projek: Memahami kehidupan belia Melayu dalam Rumah Tumpangan di 
Singapura 
 
Pengkaji Utama dengan nombor telefon dan organisasi:  
Pengkaji Utama: Siti Hazirah Binte Mohamad, Calon Sarjana Kesusasteraan 
Jabatan Pengajian Melayu, Universiti Kebangsaan Singapura (NUS)  
E-mel: hazirah.mohamad@gmail.com; Nombor Telefon: 9XXXXXXX 
 
Dengan ini saya mengaku: 
8. Tandatangan saya adalah pengakuan yang menyatakan persetujuan saya untuk 
mengizinkan anak/waris* saya _______________________ (nama) untuk menyertai 
kajian yang tertera di atas. 
9. Saya telah menerima salinan lampiran maklumat ini yang menerangkan pengunaan 
maklumat anak/waris* saya untuk kajian ini. Saya memahami isi kandungannya dan 
bersetuju untuk mendermakan maklumat anak/waris*  saya untuk kegunaan kajian ini. 
10. Anak/waris* saya boleh menarik diri daripada kajian ini pada bila-bila masa dengan 
memaklumkannya kepada Pengkaji Utama dan semua maklumat anak/waris* saya akan 
dihapuskan. 
11. Saya bersetuju/ tidak bersetuju* dengan rakaman audio sesi(atau sesi-sesi) wawancara 
anak/waris* ini. 
12. Saya bersetuju/ tidak bersetuju* dengan kata-kata anak/waris* saya daripada sesi(atau 
sesi-sesi) wawancara ini untuk diterbitkan dengan tidak mengenal pasti identitinya. Saya 
sedia maklum bahawa maklumat peribadi saya dan anak/waris* saya akan dihapuskan 
setelah kajian ini berakhir.  
13. Saya bersetuju/ tidak bersetuju* supaya anak/waris* saya dihubungi lagi oleh Pengkaji 
Utama untuk sesi-sesi yang selanjutnya. Saya sedia maklum bahawa saya ataupun 
anak/waris* saya tidak perlu bersetuju dengan ini jika kami tidak mahu. 
14. Saya tidak akan mempunyai apa-apa manfaat kewangan yang disebabkan oleh 
pengembangan komersil kajian ini. 
Kajian ini telah diterangkan kepada saya dalam bahasa _________________ (nyatakan 










Nama dan Tandatangan (Pengambil Izin) Tarikh 
 
_______________________________ ___________ 
Nama dan Tandatangan (Penterjermah) Tarikh 
